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Introduction 

The object of the present essay is to offer a comprehensive 
survey and discussion of the main “modernistic” tendencies 
which have recently intrigued — and even more than a little 
puzzled — all the lovers of contemporary literature and art. 
The ambitions and vicissitudes of the various schools — from 
Cubism to Surrealism — have been presented in their original 
setting, in the midst of the familiar haunts of picturesque 
Parisian Bohemia: Montmartre and Montparnasse. Indeed 
the most important “vanguard” movements, with the excep- 
tion of Futurism, have sprung up and have grown essentially 
on French soil. Even Futurism, which was an Italian offshoot 
of Cubism, eventually became almost completely integrated 
in the general development of French thought. Very rapidly, 
it is true, these divers theories spread to the other countries 
of Europe and to America. The minor variations they under- 
went in the process did not alter to any marked degree, how- 
ever, the fundamental principles set forth in France by their 
first originators. 

Literature rather than art has been taken as a center of 
perspective for the consideration of the complex new doc- 
trines. Although in this particular field the aggressive works 
put on exhibition by artists have all but monopolized the 
attention of the general public, the ideas behind these works 
have been, more often than not, elaborated by writers. In 
fact, the spiritual influence of inspired poets is nearly always 
discernible at the origin of the most decisive innovations in 
contemporary art. Moreover, very few modern painters have 
ever given definite clues as to the meaning of their discon- 
certing productions. Any attempt to ascertain their deeper 
views necessarily implies a large measure of personal, and 
therefore debatable, hypothesis. Many writers, on the con- 
trary, have themselves supplied abundant information about 



their beliefs, their methods, and their goals* At times it is 
thanks only to their explanations that we are able to under- 
stand, indirectly, the intents of the painters with whom they 
usually associated. When trying to elucidate the problems 
presented by modernistic trends of thought, we find in liter- 
ary works an evidence which is at once closer than any other 
to the original source of inspiration of these movements and 
infinitely more explicit about their aims. 

There is no question, however, of arbitrarily dissociating 
modern literature and modern art. These two aspects of our 
culture have been for many years, and are still at the present 
moment, almost inextricably interwoven. Every change in 
one domain is inevitably accompanied by correlated trans- 
formations in the other. Consequently, even though litera- 
ture as a rule provides more reliable guidance as to the 
spiritual orientation of any particular school, the testimony 
of the plastic arts must also be invoked, especially in order 
to give an adequate account of the most outstanding traits of 
the newly inaugurated technique. 

Further, neither Cubism, nor Futurism, nor Dadaism, nor 
Surrealism has unfolded in a vacuum. All these movements- 
are closely associated with the essential forms of our modern 
existence, and many of their characteristic features are abso- 
lutely incomprehensible if detached from their moral and 
material environment. Hence the necessity of showing their 
relationship to the general evolution of the society in which 
they developed, of tracing their historical filiation from cer- 
tain responsible precursors, and finally of ascribing to them 
their proper place in the midst of the great currents of con- 
temporary thought. 

In the light of these broader phenomena, the bewildering 
'‘modernistic’’ conceptions will perhaps appear less as fig- 
ments of the imagination of a few queer, isolated individuals 
than as typical products of our troubled, unbalanced epoch. 



Thus, whatever opinion may be held about the intrinsic 
worth of their achievements, it will at least be possible to 
understand fairly clearly - in spite of certain inherent, inten- 
tional obscurities - the fundamental purposes and the claims 
of the most enigmatic artists and writers of our generation. 



I. The Forerunners 

Throughout their history, the French have with almost com- 
plete consistency displayed a willing and steadfast allegiance 
to the rules of logical reasoning and to the primary impor- 
tance of existing realities. Indeed, it is part of the mental 
discipline of any normal Frenchman to seek deliberately to 
discover in the welter of impressions, observations, emotions, 
and ideas that surge upon him a definite, coherent, and or- 
derly pattern. The French mind delights in adopting this 
pattern, even being ready, for the sake of intellectual con- 
formity, to reinforce boldly any uncertain detail or blurred 
oudine. Further, more often than not, the French manifest 
an instinctive distrust of wild imaginings and outbursts of 
fancy. In their view, natural human actions or feelings are 
the proper substance to provide the basic material for any 
enduring literary and spiritual structure. To most of them it 
seems that outside the tangible world of positive experience 
loom only the vain shadows of self-delusion and folly. 

These two fundamental trends, the need for a logical con- 
ception of life and a feeling of reverence for the objective 
aspects of the world — in effect, rationalism and realism — 
are to be found linked together in almost every phase of 
French cultural development. Sometimes one tendency may 
predominate for a while over the other, but more often the 
two exist side by side, limiting and complementing each 
other. Thus the richest epoch of literary creation in France, 
the classical period of the seventeenth century, proceeded 
from a perfect union, harmony, and balance between these 
two essential elements of French thought. 

There have been times, however, when the omnipotence 
of reason and the tyranny of reality have not been accepted 
without protest and challenge. This has occurred repeatedly 
in periods of grave social disintegration or of profound moral 



and spiritual unrest. On such occasions, the intellectual 
theories that have been propounded to explain the trouble 
have appeared so absurdly inadequate, and the underlying 
circumstances have resisted so implacably any rational inter- 
pretation, that not a few people have been tempted to seek, 
above mere intellect and fact, an answer to their question- 
ings. 

Until very recently, however, such anxious quests beyond 
the limits of accepted reason and of everyday reality have 
failed to engage the attention of the majority. Only a few 
individuals, some endowed with a special power of mystic 
insight, others simply driven to rebellion by adverse circum- 
stances, have ventured along these unknown and dangerous 
paths. As a rule they could expect little understanding and 
still less response from the general public. When they dared 
to present their strange discoveries, they were usually met 
with the condemnation and scorn of that countless host, the 
upholders of le bon sens. 

Thus these bolder spirits remained in most cases isolated 
and ineffectual. A rapid review of their efforts will not reveal 
any consistent and continuous “school” of writers or artists 
systematically striving to attain to a truth of a higher order 
behind the screen of logic and apparent reality. Very often 
the protests of the rebels, being the outcome of personal mal- 
^djustments, were all but submerged under the great current 
of “sensible” thought that was still moving powerfully on- 
wards. During the last half century, however, as the state of 
contemporary civilization grew more and more troubled and 
as cases of maladjustment multiplied everywhere, the indi- 
viduals so affected gradually became aware that they held 
aspirations in common. The ties and associations which were 
almost automatically formed among them took the direction 
of the movements known as Cubism, Futurism, Dadaism, Stir- 
realism — movements which have created so many eddies. 



crosscurrents, and whirlpools in the general flow of contempo- 
rary art and literature. 

The first important challenge to the hegemony of rational- 
ism in France was delivered by J.-J. Rousseau in the latter 
part of the eighteenth century. The Ancien Regime was then 
nearing the brink of revolution; forces of disintegration were 
at work undermining not only the outworn traditional social 
order but the whole structure of abstract conceptions which 
had constituted the intellectual framework of the great 
'‘classical” age. When Rousseau appealed to intuition and 
sentiment, he was not trying to destroy the whole basis of 
confidence in human reasoning. He simply felt that the 
“heart” was a richer source of inspiration; he wanted to show 
that morally also it was a safer guide. By so doing, however, 
he emphasized implicitly the relative failure of the rational- 
istic process, and prepared the way for further doubt concern- 
ing the intrinsic value of the type of conclusion that pure 
reason is capable of reaching. 

Rousseau himself seems to have been carried by the power 
of his own inspired intuition into a magic realm, far beyond 
the limits that rational thinking can ever hope to attain. In 
Les Reveries du promeneur solitaire, particularly, jhe has 
recorded moments of ineffable ecstasy during which he felt 
his soaring spirit actually entering into blissful communion 
with the whole universe: “Durant ces egarements, mon ime 
erre et plane dans Tunivers sur les ailes de Timagination dans 
des extases qui passent toute autre jouissance” (i). In this 
blissful state he would lose contact with the world of everyday 
experience; objects that make reality, that men can see, feel, 
and apprehend, would cease to exist for him; or, rather, they 
would acquire a transcendent existence within the great 

(i)J.-J. Rousseau, “Les Reveries du promeneur solitaire,’* (Euvres 
completes (Paris: Hachette, 1909-12), IX, 374. 



Whole — within a higher mystic totality. When a man’s soul 
succeeds in attaining such dizzy, intoxicating heights, then, 
says Rousseau, “alors, tous les objets particuliers lui ^chap- 
pent; il ne veut, il ne sent rien que dans le Tout” (2). 

About the time that Rousseau was recording these almost 
superhuman trances, there appeared in France a number of 
curious, daring spirits likewise intent on penetrating, by 
some means or other, into the mysteries of the unknown. 
Occultism, esoterism, mysticism flourished then in great 
abundance. The movement did not grow up, to be sure, 
under the influence of Rousseau’s ideas, but it represented a 
set of kindred efforts towards the discernment, through the 
medium of inspired transports, of a sublime reality hidden 
behind the disappointing actualities proffered by our reason 
and our senses. It was perhaps something more than a mere 
coincidence that the Chiteau of Ermenonville, where Rous- 
seau spent the last period of his life, was also the most impor- 
tant rendezvous for the devotees of “Illuminism” on the eve 
of the French Revolution. 

The impact of the French Revolution, however, dispelled 
all these phantasms. The necessity for clear-cut decisions, the 
exigencies of hard facts, asserted themselves for the time being 
with overwhelming force. The Goddess of Reason was en- 
throned in Notre-Dame during the Terror; later, Napoleon 
hunted down “ideologists,” lumping together under that term 
of contempt all those who were unable to recognize the im- 
perious claims of the immediately real. 

After Waterloo, however, the grip of reality was loosened 
again; once more it was permissible to dream. The Romantic 
movement, expressing the feelings of youth during that un- 
balanced and trying period, brought back - with an added 
tinge of despair due to the stress of the times - many of 
Rousseau s essential themes, coupled with a more intense 
(2) Ibid. 



nostalgic longing for a mysterious supernatural realm, inac- 
cessible to the minds of the vulgar, the bourgeois, the un- 
initiated. But at the same time Romanticism also represented 
a spontaneous, vital reaction after years of suppression and 
suffering — a reaction tingling with a new zest for life, throb- 
bing with enthusiasm for art and for the beauty of the world. 
This latter aspect of the movement gained force steadily as 
general conditions improved. Ultimately it prevailed over 
the other, more morbid, visionary trend, obliterating the 
magic vision of introspective mysticism. Nevertheless flashes 
of the inner light can be perceived in many a great Romantic 
writer. Thus Nodier, Sainte-Beuve, Aloysius Bertrand, Bal- 
zac, at times show strange, deep affinities for the supernatural. 
But the most definite signs of that half-obscured strain of 
mysticism are to be found undeniably in Gerard de Nerval 
and in Victor Hugo. 

Gerard de Nerval was the son of a military surgeon attached 
to Napoleon’s armies in the field. From his infancy he was 
entrusted^ to the care of a great-uncle living in the little 
•village of Mortefontaine, not far from Ermenonville — that 
center of occultism in pre-revolutionary days. The old 
gentleman, under the influence of the atmosphere once 
prevailing there, had collected a large number of books 
dealing with magic, magnetism, and the “dark” sciences. As 
times changed, bringing other interests, he had relegated the 
whole collection to an attic. The boy, discovering the vol- 
umes, devoured them, and, being a very impressionable 
child, he bore ever afterwards the traces of hermetic halluci- 
nation. 

Henceforward the common experiences of life were for 
him transformed into mystic symbols, full of hidden mean- 
ing. While still adolescent, he chanced to catch a glimpse of 
a beautiful chdtelaine and fancied himself in love with her. 



Indiscreet biographers have shown us that she was only a 
common English adventuress who, after being the favorite 
of an Emigre of royal blood, the due de Bourbon, became 
Baronne de Feuch^res. She received through the generosity 
of her old admirer the Chiteau of Mortefontaine. For G6rard, 
however, she was not simply the passing preoccupation of a 
young man’s fancy; she was the actual embodiment of the 
being whose reincarnation he was morbidly to pursue until 
his dying day. Later, in Paris, he imagined he had found 
“Her” again in the person of an actress, J§nny Colon; his 
mind, working more strongly than ever on an exalted, supra- 
terrestrial plane, very easily idealized a liaison that was 
most banal and short-lived. 

When this liaison came to an end, Gerard de Nerval, in- 
stead of being rudely awakened by the shock, lapsed slowly 
into insanity. Insanity was not by any means a harrowing 
experience for him. His was not a case of mental disintegra- 
tion brought about by organic trouble, drugs, or disease. It 
was a purely psychic process, carrying his mind to spheres 
that human reason cannot frequent with impunity for any 
length of time. He felt within himself the blossoming of a 
new Ego, freed from the limitations of time and space, un- 
trammeled by the fetters of rational categories, capable of 
twisting, assembling, dissolving, and combining again all 
kinds of images and shapes, as though possessed of an un- 
limited power of spiritual re-creation. To him the whole 
world became a mirage, rich with the suggestive intensity of 
a vision, suffused with a thousand hues of enchanting fancy, 
light and delicate as the fabric of a dream. As he said him- 
self, this was^ indeed the overflowing of the dream-world into 
real life: “I’^panchement du songe dans la vie r^elle” (3). 

No wonder that when Gerard de Nerval had been nursed 

(3) Le Rive et la vie (Paris: Michel Uvy, 1868), pt. I, chap. 



back to reason he almost regretted having to return to “real” 
existence. He remembered dimly the marvels of the hal- 
lucinatory world he had been led to explore; he found the 
normal, lucid world too sharply defined, too harsh and too 
crude. He set himself to cultivate an indefinite, intermediate 
state of mind, in which these two worlds would fuse and 
blend into one another. He succeeded only too well, living 
in a kind of waking dream, half way between the real and the 
unreal; although relatively sane for everyday purposes, he 
kept open the lines of communication with the mysterious 
forces that lie outside the domain of normal consciousness. 
Of course, such a condition could not be stable; he would 
oscillate first in one direction and then in another. Periodi- 
cally his mind rose, as it were, on the crest of a powerful wave 
of mystic exaltation. Riding the wave, he lost all contact with 
reality and had to be kept among the insane. Then, falling 
back into the deep trough of the billows, he appeared merely 
as a correct and somewhat pedestrian writer of unsuccessful 
plays. But hovering as he did most of the time between these 
two extremes, he was capable during those privileged mo- 
ments of producing pieces, such as Sylvie, Aurelia, and Les 
Chimeres, which are generally regarded as among the most 
exquisite examples of imaginative writing that have ever 
graced French literature. 

While to ordinary men the world of reality and the world 
of dreams are quite separate and distinct, and cannot be 
mingled without detriment to each other, to Gerard de 
Nerval there seemed to be between them a continuity and a 
mystic harmony. The works which were conceived by him 
in that aura, enriched with the glow of subliminal dreams, 
possess the most delicate and captivating beauty and exert the 
strangest, most potent appeal. They seem like a tracery of 
heraldic symbols, of graceful arabesques, a light effiorescence 
of free imagery and pure ideals. It would be idle to seek to 



hnd in them too precise a meaning; indeed, a literal explana- 
tion would spoil most of their charm. As Gerard de Nerval 
himself wrote: “ils . . . perdraient de leur charme a etre 
expliques, si la chose etait possible” (4). Yet, standing as they 
do outside the petty censorship of common sense, they strike 
a note all their own, one which might come from another 
world, weird, bizarre, and moving. As if by magic, they open 
the door to a realm beyond that of sensible nature. “Super- 
naturaliste” (5) was the epithet by which Gerard de Nerval 
wanted to describe his revelations. Indeed, this word evokes 
adequately those fantastic and whimsical visions of half- 
forgotten things which hold such a strange fascination for us, 
arousing in our souls an irresistible nostalgic longing. 

Victor Hugo, like many a man of his generation, felt a 
spontaneous curiosity concerning the mysterious forces lying 
behind the forms and appearances of everyday life. Then, 
having met with tragedy in his own domestic circle — the 
wrecking of his home by his wife’s unfaithfulness, and the 
drowning of his daughter L^opoldine — he seems to have 
been impelled anxiously to seek a solution of the enigma of 
existence. Tirelessly he probed metaphysical hypotheses, 
esoteric revelations, myths and religious symbols. Alexandre 
Weill, a young Jew, initiated him into the arcanum of the 
old Hebraic Kabbala. For more than ten years he brooded 
over occult doctrines and mystic lore. Then came the shock 
of the coup d'etat of Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte in 1851, 
which sent Hugo into exile. The anguish of sudden loneliness 
in the bleak and dismal climate of Jersey, the nerve-racking 
strain resulting from the practice of spiritism, in which he 
allowed himself to indulge, brought on for the distracted poet 
an amazing mental crisis. 

(4) “A Alexandre Dumas/’ Les Filles du feu (Paris: Michel L^vy, 1868), 
P- 86. (5) ihid. 



Victor Hugo felt himself haunted by ghosts; at times the 
phantom apparition of a “Lady in White” would throw him 
into a terrified trance; occasionally at night he would awake 
in the grip of an unaccountable shuddering; he would hear 
mysterious voices, the voices of captive souls moaning for 
release. . . . He had the sensation of peering down into 
unfathomable depths beyond the experience of common mor- 
tals. Like a Prophet of old, he would attempt to penetrate 
the unknown and to reveal to men the awful mysteries of 
their destiny. 

Here the doctors had to intervene. One of Hugo’s brothers 
— Eugtee — had already been stricken by insanity. One of 
his daughters — Ad^le — was later to end in an asylum. He 
himself seems to have been at this time dangerously close to 
the great threatening shadow. He had to abandon spiritism, a 
move that eventually restored him to a state of comparative 
calm. Until his last day, however, Victor Hugo remained 
convinced that he had indeed been chosen from amongst 
men to communicate with the Great Beyond and even with 
Goj^ Himself. 

Many a time he has evoked the perilous and irresistible 
fascination exerted by the great Unknown upon certain spirits, 
endowed like himself with the fateful gift of supernatural 
intuition. “Every man ... is free to go or not to go upon 
that frightening promontory of thought from which one peers 
into darkness. If he goes not, he remains within ordinary 
life, within the domain of normal consciousness, of ordinary 
virtue, of ordinary faith or ordinary doubt. And rightly so. 
For internal peace, this is obviously the best. If he ventures 
upon those heights he is taken captive. The deep waves of 
the supernatural have appeared to him. No man can view 
that ocean with impunity. . . . He will not renounce that 
fatally alluring abyss, that sounding of the unexplored deep, 
that indifference to the earth and to life, that entry into the 



forbidden, that effort to feel the impalpable and to see the 
invisible. He comes back to it again and again, he leans and 
bends over it; he takes one step forward and then two; thus 
is achieved the penetration of the impenetrable, and thus is 
attained the complete release of infinite meditation” (6). 

When so released from the bonds of our mediocre reality, 
Hugo feels that he truly shares in the obscure but tremendous 
pulsation of the whole Cosmos. In those moments of inspired 
rapture, instead of giving a precise and detailed account of 
objects and facts as they appear, he will offer a glimpse of in- 
describable creatures crawling indistinctly in gloomy depths, 
or display the hard, icy glare of an immaterial, boundless 
immensity, or call forth chaotic and tumultuous masses driven 
before some dark, furious, apocalyptic storm. 

Such visions have, time and again, been held up to ridicule 
by rational and intelligent critics. The poet has been called 
stupid, and his imagery absurd. Indeed, these evocations 
have very little, if anything, to do with reason and intelli- 
gence. They simply conjure up, though with haunting in- 
tensity, the vision of some other world completely inaccessible 
except through the power of intuitive, mystic insight. Hug(^ 
seems to have been well aware of the discrepancy between the 
tenor of his visions and the more positive turn of mind of his 
contemporaries. He hardly ever unveiled his dreams except 
through the medium of allusions and metaphors, thus ren- 
dering them even more appalling and perplexing. The two 
main pieces in which he intended to convey the full im- 
port of his message. La Fin de Satan and Dieu, he decided 
were not to be published until many years after his death, 
since he was anxious to keep them in reserve until time#^ 
were ripe. 

Indeed, the second half of the nineteenth century was most 

(6) Victor Hugo, “William Shakespeare," (Euvres computes (Paris: 

Ed. Hetzel-Quantin, 1880-89), pt - 1 chap, V, p. 141, 



unfavorably disposed towards views of that kind. A period of 
comparative social stability and material comfort had set in 
with the establishment of the Second Empire. The first appli- 
cation on a large scale of scientific discoveries to practical life 
was then opening up a field of boundless expectation and 
hope; philosophers visualized man in the near future as in 
virtual control of all natural forces; scientific investigation 
seemed destined to reduce the unknown to within , a small 
compass, making it almost negligible. There was no longer 
any widespread desire to escape from reality; realism was the 
creed and password of the contented and positive-minded new 
generation. 

There were, however, a few discordant notes in this con- 
cert of materialistic confidence and satisfaction. The general 
self-complacency caused a few ill-adjusted, though outstand- 
ingly gifted, individuals to feel intensely their opposition to 
the prevailing spirit of the society in which they had to live, 
and threw them into extremes of revolt more daring and 
provoking than had ever been attempted by the Romanticists 
before them. Among these, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and Lau- 
tr^amont were to play a leading part in shaping the ideas of 
a newer generation. 

Charles Baudelaire, offspring of an elderly man — his father 
was sixty-two at the time of his birth — had to bear the handi- 
cap of an exhausted, impoverished vitality from the very 
beginning of his life. Dissipation, disease, excesses of all sorts 
soon left him prematurely worn-out. Yet at the same time he 
displayed an intensely eager appetite for life, the source of 
^ich seems to have been a violent, almost morbid sensuality. 
His lack of vital energy prevented him from enjoying the 
pleasures which he craved; on the other hand, his ardent 
nature would not allow him to find peace in renunciation nor 
satisfaction in dreams. So he was tossed back and forth be- 
tween desire and despair; he loathed life which had made him 



taste the ashes of frustration and failure; at the same time he 
could not help adoring life because of its promises of en- 
trancing enjoyment and beauty. To use his own expression, 
“rhorreur de la vie et Textase de la vie” (7) were the two 
poles between which he was condemned to swing incessantly, 
maddeningly. His first reaction was a sentiment of revolt, a 
mixture of anger and gloom ~ “m^lancolie irritee”(8)- 
together with an irresistible impulse to run away from the 
torturing dilemma ‘‘n’importe oil hors du monde” (9). But 
whither? 

Then Baudelaire gradually came to believe that beyond 
the limits of this imperfect and disappointing world lay an 
invisible supernatural universe, which was his genuine 
spiritual home. On this earth he felt himself to be a soul 
“exilee dans Timparfait” (10), tormented by 'da soif in- 
satiable de tout ce qui est au dela” (1 1) - an unquenchable 
thirst for that immaterial paradise of which he found within 
himself a compelling intuitive revelation. 

Indeed, Baudelaire, sensuous being that he was, could not 
be content to lose himself in the abstract contemplation of a 
remote ideal. He needed one that could be encompassed; he 
wanted to make it his very own on this earth, and, as he him- 
self said, “s’emparer imm^diatement, sur cette terre meme, 
d un paradis revels” (12). This, he thought, was by no means 
impossible. For him the common reality surrounding us did 
not possess a distinct, separate, autonomous existence; it was 
but the manifestation, the expression ~ or, as he says, the 

(7) “Mon coeur mis k nu," Jourmux intimes (Paris: G. Crfes, 1920), 

XCV, p. 92. 

(8) Baudelaire, VArt romantique (Paris: Calmann-L(ivy, 1899), pt. VIII, 

chap. Ill, p. 167. 

(9) Baudelaire, Petits Poemes en prose (Paris: Calmann-L(§vy, 1900), 

XLVIII, p. 140. ' 

(10) LArt romantique, pt. VIII, chap. Ill, p. 167. 

{u)Ibid. 
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symbol - of the superior spiritual universe which alone con- 
stitutes the absolute reality. Complete understanding of the 
meaning of life consists in being able to perceive the relations 
between each element of our world and the various aspects 
of the transcendent entity that lies above and beyond. In cer- 
tain privileged moments of mystic ecstasy it is possible to ap- 
prehend these subtle affinities, to penetrate into the sublime, 
and so enjoy its ineffable bliss. 

Such attainment is of course by no means easy for man, 
hampered as he is by the banality of the everyday scene which 
prevents his soul from soaring into a more exalted sphere. 
Yet Baudelaire has explored the ways of access to that higher 
sphere. According to him, one and the same sublime form of 
the supraterrestrial reality may be expressed in this world by 
a series of different ''symbols,” say, for instance, by a given 
shade of color, by a sentiment, and also by certain definite 
sounds. Then between that particular color, that sentiment, 
and those sounds — reflecting, symbolizing, as they do, the 
same aspect of the invisible essence — there will be, as a mat- 
ter of course, a perfect correspondence and harmony. Indeed, 
•it has been often noted that the tone of an aria, the tinge 
of an emotion, the hues of a landscape, may present a subtle, 
mysterious, and profound analogy. But if certain colors, 
certain sounds, certain sentiments are — in their deep, in- 
trinsic value — rigorously equivalent, it is obvious that any 
one of them may replace any of the others without caus- 
ing a disturbance or alteration in the general scheme of 
things. 

Now, in the common world in which we live, impressions 
and sensations are constantly found linked together and fol- 
lowing a certain regular sequence. Gradually that sequence 
has come to appear immutable, inevitable, until it is gener- 
ally assumed to be the only “logical” or “rational” order. In 
fact, such is the force of habit that all the elements of our 



earthly experience have become, as it were, welded together 
in that order and have hardened into a continuous crust, 
solid and opaque, completely concealing the higher spiritual 
universe. 

The r61e of art is to open up again a view of that spiritual 
universe. This can be effected only by shattering to pieces 
the obnoxious layer of rational and conventional banalities. 
By so doing, the artist does not plan to destroy reality as we 
know it, but simply to dissociate its various elements, then, 
recombining them in an entirely different way, systematically 
to substitute one given aspect for another. This substitution 
is permissible — if it is done in agreement with the secret 
rhythm of universal harmonies. The principle to be followed 
in the process of rearranging the dislocated “symbols” must 
not be that of rational logic, which would inevitably impose 
upon the new construction its old, stiff, paralyzing cast; it 
must come from the individual inward intuition of the true 
artist, who alone can perceive the play of cosmic similarities, 
and who, through a permutation of interchangeable signs, 
may succeed in breaking the heavy constraint of customary 
associations without altering the deep meaning and the' 
spiritual value of the whole. Thus the spirit, freed from the 
lazy suggestions of habit, soaring upon the revelation of 
the new, stimulating symbols, is at last capable of apprehend- 
ing the sublime essence of the absolute. 

So art, according to Baudelaire, does not consist in depict- 
ing or explaining accurately what can be seen around us. Art 
must try to conjure up what is not perceptible to ordinary 
eyes. It is almost second sight. The means it uses are not the 
means accepted by logic, which is nothing but the intellectual 
codification of the ordinary run of things; the ways by which 
the evocation of the invisible can be achieved must be ex- 
traordinary, supernatural — illegal, in the judgment of reason 
- very much like magic or witchaaft. What Baudelaire said 



about poetry applies to every manifestation of pure art: it is a 
case of ‘'sorcellerie ^vocatoire'* (13). 

Whereas the mystic conceptions of Rousseau, Nerval, or 
Hugo merely constitute rather remote prefigurations of con- 
temporary trends of thought, the theories of Baudelaire stand 
as a signpost at the very threshold of the present era. The 
idea of breaking up the world of appearances into fragments 
and rearranging these fragments according to a new order 
challenging by its novelty, springing only from the mind of f 
the artist, who is striving to reveal a superior reality — that * 
idea forms the very basis of all the most recent and astounding j 
developments in the field of modern art. 

Arthur Rimbaud, however, was to carry even farther his 
audacious investigations. Rimbaud was born in the ugly in- 
dustrial town of Charleville, and was harshly brought up 
there by his narrow-minded, bigoted mother. Almost suffo- 
cated by the philistine atmosphere of this provincial, petit 
bourgeois environment, Rimbaud seems to have resented at 
an abnormally early age the oppressive, disheartening sordid- 
ness of modern life. Possessed of superabundant vitality, his 
wild, exuberant energy made the simple humdrum of con- 
ventional existence a perfect torture to him. In his adoles- 
cence the harum-scarum mischief that he perpetrated was but 
the outward manifestation of a profound and genuine dis- 
tress: “Je suis celui qui souffre et qui s’est r^volt^’' (14). 

His ideas of revolt were not without a certain naivete. 
With the uncompromising truculence of youth he simply 
wanted to destroy everything, proclaiming with brutal bra- 
vado: ‘Woici le temps des Assassins’* (15). He lacked true 

(i^)UArt romantique, pt. VIII, chap. Ill, p. 175. 

(14) Rimbaud, “L’Homme juste,” CEuvres (Paris: Mercure de France, 
1912), p. 389. 

(15) “Les Illuminations,” CEuvres, p, 184. 



34 scepticism, however. His iconoclastic furore was merely his 

way of rejecting the dull, drab picture of life offered him by 
society, and the plain, colorless features of the world of 
reason; for he was instinctively convinced of the existence of 
another world, more vivid and more intense, within which 
he longed to regale himself with orgiastic enthusiasm. 

To reach that other world, thought Rimbaud, it was abso- 
lutely essential to pierce the outer shell of banal common 
sense by which its beauty is concealed from conventional 
minds. One had to discard ordinary standards of observation 
and reasoning, and in a trance of mystic rapture attain that 
visionary state wherein the unknown reveals itself to man in 
all its radiant splendor. “Je dis qu’il faut ^tre Voyant, se 
faire Voyant” (i6). 

A visionary state cannot be achieved by one who is in a 
condition of complete mental equilibrium; the spirit must 
be wrenched from the grip of rational conceptions. The 
senses, which are the great means of communication with the 
ordinary world, must be put systematically out of their proper 
working order: “Le poke se fait voyant par un long, im- 
mense, raisonne dkeglement de tons les sens” (17). This is 
not to be effected by means of artificial devices but simply 
by forcing the senses into a paroxysm of action exceeding the 
limits of their normal working power. When the fiery in- 
tensity of “toutes les formes d’amour, de souffrance, de 
folie” (18), has caused a breakdown of our conventional re- 
ceptive and interpretative mechanism, when the very excess 
of strain has filled our material nature with numbing 
“poisons” (19), then only is the mind liberated from all its 
shackles. Then, even though he may have become a physical 

(16) Lettre i Paul Demeny, 15 mai 1871,” Lettres de la vie littSraire 

d Arthur Rimbaud (Paris; Nouvelle Revue Fran^aise, 1931), p. 6a. 

(17) Ibid. 
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wreck, a criminal in the eyes of the world, a being accursed, 
man at last enters into supreme knowledge; he attains the 
unknown. “II devient entre tous le grand malade, le grand 
criminel, le grand maudit — et le supreme savant! — car il 
arrive k I’Inconnu” (20). 

Rimbaud, however, was of much too vital a nature to be 
able to view the “unknown” in a purely contemplative mood. 
His attitude has never been one of escape from life. “Changer 
la vie” (21) was his great message; he aspired to infuse into 
the hardened, inert forms round about us the vivifying fire 
that the “Unknown” conceals. Literary art, and especially 
poetry, appeared to him to be the most effective medium for 
the achievement of that aim. To him poetry is not an ex- 
pression of feeling; it is a means of enlightenment — of 
“knowledge” in the highest sense of the word. Through it, 
common reality may be suffused with something of the higher 
essence. Like Prometheus, the Titan of old, who stole fire 
from Jupiter in order to animate the clay image of the first 
man, “le po^te est vraiment Voleur de feu” (22). The poet 
will not describe objects, record emotions and facts, passively 
following their rhythm; he will actually create them by giv- 
ing them the true spark of life. “La po&ie ne rythmera plus 
Taction; elle sera en avant” (23). 

The majority of Rimbaud’s works, but particularly Bateau 
ivre and Les Illuminations are striking instances of that at- 
tempt to re-create the world through the medium of literary 
art. Very much like Baudelaire, whom he hails as “le premier 
voyant, roi des pontes, un vrai Dieu” (24), Rimbaud believes 
in the interplay of universal harmonies. With amazing bold- 

(20) Ibid. 

(21) “Une Saison en Enfer/' (Euvres, p. 279. 

(22) “Lettre k Paul Demeny, 15 mai 1871/' Lettres de la vie litteraire 
d* Arthur Rimbaud, p. 64. 

(23) Ibid. 


(24) Ibid., p. 66. 



ness, yet with prodigious instinctive tact, he isolates and 
transposes the various aspects of our reality, rearranging them 
most independently and irregularly. Each element, detached 
from the surroundings in which we are accustomed to see it 
placed, instead of just belonging to a set of classified things, 
acquires a personality and a soul. By and by, the whole world 
seems to become queerly animated. Objects, colors, senti- 
ments, begin to reel and dance before our eyes. We no longer 
see the staid and commonplace reality that we knew of yore 
but an entirely new universe, throbbing and pulsating, which 
soon swings into a Dionysiac saraband. Yet all our old im- 
pressions and sensations are still there, quite recognizable in 
their new guise, but now vibrant and glowing with a reflec- 
tion of eternity. The miracle of Rimbaud’s evocation is 
achieved by his method of warping reality sufliciently to dis- 
engage its elements from their customary setting and let them 
assume a life of their own — not so pronouncedly, however, 
as to constitute an absurd, caricature-like dream. His vision- 
ary universe retains a haunting kinship with the world of 
common experience, for it represents the world of common 
experience disturbingly blended with a hallucinatory vision ' 
of the supreme beyond. It is a new, fresh, and resplendent 
aeation. 

This aeation, however, looks almost pale when compared 
with Lautr^amont’s lurid pictures. The personality of the 
Comte de Lautr^amont himself has remained up to the 
present an almost complete mystery. We do know that his 
real name was Isidore Ducasse; that he was born in 1846; 
that he was the son of a French consular official in Monte- 
video; that he studied at the lycees of Tarbes and Pau; that 
he died in Paris at the age of twenty-four. This practically 
exhausts all that we know definitely about his brief and 
enigmatic existence. Lacking any dependable clue to his 



moral and psychological background, we face a most intri- 
guing puzzle when confronted with a powerful and disturbing 
production of his, Lcs Chants dc MaldotoT. After having been 
neglected for a great many years, this work has recently been 
hailed by the younger generation as carrying an epoch- 
making, prophetic message. 

Lautr^amont appears to belong to the type of extreme or 
absolute revoke. While with Baudelaire and Rimbaud re- 
volt was but a transitory stage, a means of clearing the way to 
a higher sphere of self-realization, with Lautreamont it seems 
to have been a real end in itself. His attacks are not confined 
to the domain of human morals, human society, or human 
reason; they are directed against even God Himself. God, as 
the first source of all things, is held responsible for the ap- 
palling atrocity that constitutes life on this earth. The spec- 
tacle of the gaping, raw wound which life inflicts on the 
unfortunate animated beings who inhabit the globe is held 
to be the just punishment of its original Cause and Creator. 
“J’ai re?u la vie comme une blessure. . . . Je veux que le 
Createur en contemple, ^ chaque heure de son etemite, la 
.crevasse beante. C’est le chStiment que je lui inflige” (25). 
Maldoror stands forth like a modern Prometheus, challenging 
and insulting the Supreme Deity, deliberately turning his own 
existence into a continuous, withering blasphemy. 

First, he sets himself to disintegrate the world of God’s 
creation by virulent and caustic sarcasm. All kinds of forms 
and shapes, principles and ideas, are made to appear impos- 
sibly preposterous. Maldoror systematically jumbles and 
confuses all normal connections and values; grave problems 
are treated as mere bubbles; trifles are investigated with 
methodical thoroughness. A feeling of utter absurdity slowly 
pervades a universe turned topsy-turvy. The concentrated 

(as) Lautreamont, “Les Chants de Maldoror,” (Euvres completes (Paris: 

Ed. G. L. M., 1938), p. 130. 
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acid of the author’s irony dissolves all the aspects of the 
world that we know into an inconsistent and odious night- 
mare. 

But the most corrosive of all the means of destruction at his 
disposal is undoubtedly the existence of Evil itself. Les 
Chants de Maldoror constitutes a tremendous and amazing 
epic of Evil. Evil is here presented, without indictment, 
explanation, or excuse, simply as a stupendous fact domi- 
nating the whole creation. Malefic influences are shown 
aeeping irresistibly everywhere; and Evil, developing and 
expanding monstrously, finally dwarfs everything else into 
insignificance, all but eclipsing the very spirit of God Himself. 

The feeling of guilt, intoxicating as a powerful drug, 
causes Maldoror to experience a curious surge of exaltation, 
temporarily giving to an otherwise desperate and miserable 
existence a zest of lurid and violent intensity. Scenes of 
cruelty and lust, sadistic murders, torture of living bodies, 
profanation of corpses, are all evoked with a wealth of gory 
detail that creates a haunting impression of inescapable hor- 
ror. The gripping fascination exerted by horror upon certain 
inferior but very deep-seated strata of common human nature ■ 
is here brought to a climax, and the morbid appeal possessed 
by certain of Lautreamont’s pictures goes far to disclose the 
unavowed and perhaps unsuspected elements lurking at the 
bottom of man’s subconscious mind. 

Lautrdamont himself obviously did not draw these pic- 
tures with any cold-blooded consideration of their import 
and possible effects. He seems to have obeyed an impulse 
from within which bade him pour out a flood of images, 
without restraint or discrimination, from the innermost re- 
cesses of his soul. The continuous, though uneven flow of 
his sentences, in which the most unusual associations come 
together in overpowering abundance, precludes the idea that 
this is a deliberate combination of heterogeneous fragments 



artificially pieced together. It is nothing more nor less than 
the current of secret, turbid subconscious thought which is 
allowed to come to the surface and escape through the free, 
uncontrolled outlet of spontaneous verbal procreation. 
Every metaphor brings forth an image which in turn begets 
a comparison; so the poet watches — without trying to inter- 
fere with - the amazing procession of strange things coming 
from the depths of his own being, realizing that this auto- 
matic development can reveal a new world, truly momentous 
and fundamental, which dialectical intelligence would cer- 
tainly fail to approach. 

The new world brought to light by the vision of Maldoror 
is not without an internal logic of its own, but it is marked 
by a prodigious efflorescence of weird forms with their roots 
spreading down into the uncertain substratum of sub liminal 
dreams. We catch glimpses of ambiguous creatures, half- 
human, half-plant, suggesting a monstrous submarine flora 
stranded after the ebb of some preternatural tide; again, 
swarming legions of polymorphic beings are shown crawling 
on the face of some bald, arid immensity. . . . All that phan- 
tasmagoria, imbued ivith the elemental forces of fabulous 
epochs, evokes the primal mysteries which must have haunted 
the dreams of men from the very dawn of time. Even now it 
arouses in us dormant memories, the remnants of an almost 
vanished consciousness of potential cosmic forces whose dis- 
play is for ever endowed with an enthralling, awe-inspiring 
grandeur. 

Alternating with the recurrent themes of inevitable male- 
diction and universal suffering are the shrill notes of de- 
mented, passionate frenzy, the chaotic torment of mutual 
destruction, or the anguished appeals of a lone victim pursued 
in the dark, shrieking with fear. But above it all sounds the 
voice of fierce, exasperated human pride, constantly struck 
down, yet indestructible, always rising again, always ready to 
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rebel and fight; then, joining in a tremendous chorus of de- 
moniac fury, taking up the original motif of desperate revolt 
against God. 

Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Lautr&mont, exceptional beings 
that they were, in revolt against the general trend of their 
generation, met with little or no success during their lifetime. 
Of Baudelaire, it is true, Victor Hugo said that he had “in- 
vent^ un frisson nouveau,” but few seem to have perceived 
at first the deeper meaning underlying the splendor of his 
incomparable artistry and the audacity of his themes. Rim- 
baud was a complete failure in the literary circles of Paris; 
his disappointment in this respect probably accounts largely 
for his angrily casting off literature at the age of nineteen and 
embarking on a course of mad adventures which were to end 
only many years later with his death. As for Lautrdamont, 
his work went practically unnoticed; he himself passed from 
the scene leaving hardly a trace in the recollections of his 
contemporaries. 

A few years afterwards, however, a violent reaction sud- 
denly set in. Science had not, after all, fulfilled the extrava- 
gant promises which had been made in her name; it was 
obvious that the kernel of every important problem would for 
ever remain beyond the reach of her investigations. On the 
other hand, common reality appeared in the long run as a 
dull and unvaried routine; literary realism had turned into 
a naturalistic notation of the most sordid aspects of human 
life; the disasters of 1870 added a feeling of discouragement 
and a sense of irremediable deadence. So once more the 
desire to escape from the oppression of actual, material things 
grew and spread; around 1880 it became the keynote of an 
entirely new symphony of thought. The theories of Baude- 
laire concerning the liberating value of “symbols” were 
accepted as the doctrine of the younger school, and “Symbol- 



ism” then came officially into being. Soon it became the 
prevailing literary fashion in France. But on being widely 
adopted, almost vulgarized, the ideas of Baudelaire - and 
soon also those of Rimbaud — inevitably lost their pungency 
and vigor. A multitude of young poets saw in them countless 
possibilities of lyrical development and forgot the deep, pain- 
ful, anxious search for the Absolute that they originally 
implied. From being a mystic conception of the universe. 
Symbolism came to stand for an aesthetic utilization of deli- 
cate, subtle, but rather superficial literary precede. Of all the 
Symbolists, only one offered an original, profound, and last- 
ing contribution. That was Stephane MallarmA 
Throughout his whole career Mallarme was in the throes 
of a harrowing internal conflict. He was endowed with a rich 
and powerful mind, with a keen and subtle taste, which made 
him supremely sensitive to the attraction of all things beauti- 
ful. Eagerly, almost greedily, he enjoyed the fresh, unique, 
infinitely precious quality of each instant of time. The call 
of the present moment, or, as he says, 

Le vierge, le vivace et le bel aujourd’hui (26) 

would arouse in him an intense and passionate longing. Yet 
at the same time, through some innate vital deficiency, the 
gifts proffered to him by life seemed always to elude his grasp. 
Notwithstanding his most brilliant intellectual capacities, he 
never rose above the rank of a schoolteacher, and he spent 
year after year in the drudgery of cramming English vocabu- 
lary and grammar into the heads of reluctant Parisian school 
children. Lacking as he was in the aggressiveness that only a 
rich, ardent vitality can give, he felt, with a cruel sense of 
humiliating impotency, that he was doomed to yawn lan- 
guidly through a life of mediocrity and failure. 

(26) “Le vierge, le vivace et le bel aujourd’hui,” Ponies (Paris: Nouvelle 
Revue Fran^aise, 1926), p. 124. 



The result of that disharmony between impossible realiza- 
tion and inexhaustible desire was tliat an almost permanent 
mood of sadness and despondency settled upon Mallarm^, 

Le pofete impuissant qui maudit son g^nie (27), 

and he would sometimes curse his very superiority, which 
prevented him from accepting with a degree of contentment 
the irremediable tameness of his lot. All his efforts at literary 
creation were but attempts to assuage the bitterness of this 
intimate discontent, born of the discrepancy between his 
glamorous dreams and the ineluctable disappointment of his 
miserable fate: “II n’est point d’autre sujet, sachez le bien; 
I’antagonisme du r^ve chez I’homme avec les fatalit^s de son 
existence d^parties par le malheur” (28). 

By a process of half-spontaneous, half-studied transposition 
Mallarme endeavored to recapture upon a higher plane, 
through the power of his mind, the brilliant, intense poetry 
which life had denied him in actuality. In compensation for 
his loss in the domain of reality, he was constantly striving to 
enter the realm of the Absolute, which for him meant simply 
a more or less abstract, immaterial conception of perfect, 
ideal beauty. Gradually he came to assume the attitude, 
which was not without a shade of affectation and pose, of be- 
ing deliberately ignorant of what was going on in the world 
at large, in fact of everything that was not of the essence of 
the Absolute. 

Mallarm^, however, was not altogether the dupe of his 
own scornful detachment from human affairs. Devoid of an 
ardent, personal, visionary mysticism, he must have regarded 
the substitution of a cold, theoretical Absolute for the warm, 
palpitating reality that was forever eluding him as an unsatis- 
factory and almost ironical barter. Indeed, we find him ad- 

(27) “L’Azur,” Poisies, p. 40. 

(a8)Mallann4 Divagations (Paris; Fasquelle, 1897), p. 166. 



mining that the highest fulfillment of his ideal is, after all, 
only a makeshift or, in his own words, “ne remplace tout que 
faute de tout” (29) - hence its vague, indefinite, evanescent 
quality! It appears sublime and immaculately pure only by 
reason of its remoteness and perhaps, it might be added, of 
its unreality. Sometimes it seems almost like an inconsistent 
and shadowy dream which would slip from the grasp of even 
the most subtle imaginative intuition. 

In order to seize hold of this Absolute, however, Mallarm^ 
relied not upon intuition but mainly upon the hidden magic 
power of words. As a teacher of language, he must often have 
been led to ponder upon the deep intrinsic nature of words. 
He soon became aware that, outside of their value as signs 
of the various aspects of the reality that we know, words pos- 
sess a character, an individuality, an entire existence of their 
own. They have their good qualities, their shortcomings, 
their affinities for certain other words, as well as their striking 
fundamental antipathies. It would be no mere metaphor to 
compare them with actual living organisms, with sentient, 
animated beings. 

, Yet it is obvious that the life of words does not belong to 
the world of coarse, material things wherein our own bodies 
reside, but is part of a higher spiritual realm far above and 
beyond this universe of ours. The secret virtue of a word 
depends hardly at all upon its objective meaning — that is, 
upon the thing to which it is supposed to refer; this virtue is 
derived for the most part from the word’s sentimental con- 
notation, the halo of psychic evocation surrounding its syl- 
lables, the power of mysterious, poetical suggestion radiating 
from its very essence. 

Further, it sometimes happens that, when several words 
come into close juxtaposition, a sudden spark is struck, 
revealing in a flash of poetical illumination the supreme 

(29) Divagations, p. 229. 



beauty of the transcendent universe. This miracle of ideal 
transfiguration - which is the miracle of poetry itself - does 
not occur for reasons connected with the objective meaning 
conveyed by the association of these particular words. The 
most casual observation shows that the sense involved is of 
almost no importance: it may be superficial, it may be even 
commonplace; yet the vision of the ideal, of the Absolute, 
rises spontaneously and irresistibly from the very sound and 
connotation of the words themselves. 

This miracle occurs, however, only in very rare instances. 
The majority of words have been used so often for practical 
purposes that they seem to have become worn out, to have 
gradually lost in the course of time all their power of lyrical 
evocation. And in certain habitual, idiomatic expressions the 
effect of long use has destroyed the load of potential revela- 
tion that each of the component words might secretly have 
concealed. Moreover, as language is primarily a system of 
convenient signs intended to indicate certain definite objects, 
it is only natural that the object called forth by the given 
sign-word should almost immediately drive the latter outside 
the field of the conscious mind. The word, once its practical . 
modest ushering task is adequately performed, unobtrusively 
retires without being given a chance to display the bright, 
dazzling - though perhaps useless - aspects of its own indi- 
viduality. 

The methods followed by Mallarm^ in order to restore to 
words their original force of ideal suggestion are manifold 
and complex. The best procedure, he suggests, would be to 
revive the spirit of the remote past, of a time when the free 
tribes of primitive man lived in a state of perpetual wonder 
and amazement because the world was to them still fresh, 
colorful, and young. 

Donner un sens plus pur aux mots de la tribu (30) 

(30) “Le Tombeau d’Edgar Poe,” Poisies, p. 132. 



would give back to the drab, stale vocabulary of modern days 
the youthful, vital spirit that it must once have possessed. . . . 
Also it is essential to break up the traditional grammatical 
associations between words, which, by their very banality, 
despoil the language of all power of suggestion. But Mal- 
larme wants to go even further: he wants to loosen, if not to 
sever completely, the links uniting vocables with the objects 
to which, by conventional long use, they correspond. Then 
words, freed from the tyranny of reality, released from the 
necessity of having to “mean” something definite, will en- 
counter a thousand possibilities of self-realization. Of course, 
a conjunction of words gathered together without the impe- 
rious guidance of a clear-cut signification will be obscure, 
perhaps even occasionally unintelligible. But according to 
Mallarme the loss will be only a small one, since the actual 
meaning of a sentence hardly ever aids — and very often 
hampers — the appearance of the ideal which verbal magic 
can evoke. Just as a spark is more easily seen in the darkness, 
so the poetical effulgence of words will be more vividly appar- 
ent in the midst of dialectic obscurity. The power of words 
to reveal the “other” world — the world of the ideal — will be 
more intensely perceived if the glare of obvious reality does 
not outshine their mystic brilliance. 

The part of the poet consists, so thinks Mallarme, in study- 
ing meticulously not the meaning but the secret properties of 
words. Then, with a full knowledge of their possible affinities 
and reactions, he will consciously combine them and let them 
achieve by themselves the work of revealing the infinite and 
the unknown. He will not try to express his own feelings or 
ideas. The poet’s self-effacement, the exclusion of any dialec- 
tical interference, is indispensable in order to allow words 
their free action. “L’oeuvre pure implique la disparition 
elocutoire du poete qui cMe Tinitiative aux mots” (31). 
(^1) Divagations, p. 246. 



The result will be a series of words carefully selected for their 
magnetic value and disposed according to an elaborately defi- 
nite scheme, but whose meaning is indefinite, in fact, almost 
indifferent, even purposely obscure. Yet, obscure and seem- 
ingly absurd as they are, they possess in themselves a strange 
capacity for suggesting the ideal, which enables them to pene- 
trate the exalted realm of a poetical Absolute that observation 
or reason could never reach. 

Concurrently with Symbolism, and to a large extent in 
sympathy with its aims and aspirations, there had developed 
in the field of painting the movement known as Impression- 
ism, which was to influence profoundly the evolution of the 
public’s understanding of the most advanced forms of litera- 
ture and art. Among the complex theories which lie at the 
basis of Impressionism, two have been particularly important 
in shaping the modem point of view in this regard. 

Before the advent of Impressionism, more often than not 
the various aspects of nature were represented by painters not 
as they appeared to a candid eye but as they might be inter- 
preted by intelligent and conventional reasoning. For ex- 
ample, a distant forest, which the artist knew to be composed 
of green trees, was thought of as green and painted by him in 
green colors upon the canvas. Similarly, shadows had for so 
long been represented in pictures by more or less black tinges 
that no other possible color was ever conceived — or indeed 
was conceivable — by either connoisseur or artist. When the 
first Impressionists painted distant forests in purple and their 
shadows in blue, let us say, this was considered as a challenge 
both to reason and to reality. Yet the forests were purple; the 
shadows were blue; it had to be admitted that this was true; 
but the veil cast by interpretative intelligence over the aspects 
of nature had proved so deceptive that countless generations 
had been sincerely persuaded that forests and shadows always 



were respectively green and black. When a progressive re- 
education of vision took place among the public, it dawned 
on many of the brighter spirits that the original data fur- 
nished by our senses were probably all impregnated, unbe- 
known to ourselves, with a thousand preconceived notions 
that prevented us from grasping things in their essence. Not 
a few were even ready to welcome any further attempt, how- 
ever bold, to pierce and perhaps utterly destroy the screen that 
reason and convention had placed between man and the real 
nature of things. 

The other aspect of Impressionism which was to revolu- 
tionize the standards of modem vision and art had its origin 
in a purely technical discovery. For centuries painters had 
striven in vain to render adequately the glitter of light in the 
open air. Then all at once certain scientific researches on the 
nature of luminous radiations led to the conclusion that, if a 
given shade — of green, for instance — was to be obtained by 
the blending, in definite proportions, of two other colors — 
say, some blue and yellow — the mixture of these last two 
colors on the painter’s palette would result in a fiat, dull, inert 
tone, whereas their juxtaposition on the canvas side by side, 
if seen from a distance, would produce a rich, enchanting, 
vibrant hue. So the Impressionists began systematically to 
decompose the complex colorings of nature into their original 
elements and to apply these in their pure state, dotting the 
surface of their paintings with a multitude of small, bright, 
variegated patches. 

The consequence was most startling and disconcerting. On 
the one hand, this method undoubtedly made a revelation of 
incomparable, dazzling, hitherto unexpressed beauty in the 
play of light and color. On the other hand, the smooth, con- 
tinuous surface of familiar objects now appeared, especially 
if viewed at close range, to be parceled out in a series of small 
colored units, all separate and independent of one another. 



This breaking up of the external world into autonomous, un- 
related fragments was not accepted without reluctance by the 
general public. Yet it finally succeeded in imposing itself on 
the public by virtue of the wonderful achievements that the 
new process of painting had rendered possible in the domain 
of pure art. 

At the same time the public, without suspecting it, was 
being gradually prepared for a much more fundamental and 
thoroughgoing dislocation of its universe. Impressionism was 
above all an aesthetic movement, with no philosophical pre- 
tensions and no ambition whatever to catch a glimpse of the 
“unknown.” It served as a wedge, however, in splitting up 
the old, traditional, consistent vision of things. Following in 
the wake of Impressionism, daring, adventurous metaphysico- 
artistic speculation was to find the resistance of reasonable 
convention already broken. To shatter what had been left 
standing was to prove more of a noisy game than a difficult 
undertaking. But while the Impressionists had wrought de- 
struction only in order to offer a more attractive, more artistic 
representation of the world of appearances, their successors 
were to take advantage of the ruin in order to pry behind and 
beyond these appearances themselves. 

So, as the nineteenth century was drawing to a close, the 
stage was set for a complete revision of the traditional, 
accepted values. The public no longer trusted implicitly the 
old historic conventions of vision. The principles which are 
the basis of present-day doctrines: the mystic search for a 
superior world, more truly real than the reality that we know; 
the systematic dislocation of the conventional order of things 
and the reconstruction of the universe on a new and arbitrary 
plan; the confidence in the power of subconscious thought by 
automatic development to reveal the domain of the Absolute; 
the belief that certain associations of words, independently 



of any logical meaning, possess a capacity of illumination far 
greater than that of intelligent thought - all these had been 
formulated by poets and piophets at strife with the general 
consensus of opinion of their time. For a long period, how- 
ever, these inspired individuals struggled and labored in com- 
plete isolation, each one stressing, within the new conception 
of things then slowly taking shape, the special and particular 
aspect that corresponded with his own temperament and ex- 
perience. During the first quarter of the twentieth century 
these scattered efforts were progressively brought together. 
They were to receive strong spiritual support and newly 
fortifying evidence from changing conditions of life, from 
psychological discoveries, from dramatic international events; 
finally, after violent fluctuations in doctrine, due to the very 
rapidity of their development and growth, they reached a 
climax in the strange and disturbing movement which goes 
by the name of Surrealism. 



n. The Breakdown of the Old Con- 
ception of Reality 


During the last decade of the nineteenth century and the 
opening years of the twentieth, a series of correlated discov- 
eries in the field of pure science revolutionized the conception 
of the structure of the universe that had generally prevailed 
since about the time of the Renaissance. 

The original cause of this complete change of outlook was 
a sudden great technical advance which opened undreamt-of 
possibilities of investigation and analysis, enabling scientists 
to dissociate certain aspects of reality that had been hitherto 
considered as forming an indivisible unity. Scientists suc- 
ceeded in breaking up seemingly indestructible units and in 
exposing to view a multiplicity of complex, unsuspected forces 
underlying the apparent uniformity of natural phenomena. 
Mathematical physics and atomistic chemistry offer perhaps 
the most striking instances of the transformation then taking 
place in the most firmly established beliefs concerning the 
•nature of material substances. Further, the revelations of 
experimental psychology in regard to the working of the sub- 
conscious mind, and even the practical applications of the 
cinema and the phonograph, contributed in no small measure 
to create the impression that every sentiment we entertain 
and every solid object we perceive is but a flimsy assemblage 
ready to collapse into fragments at the impact of some new 
discovery. 

This disintegration of the world of our experience into 
minute particles brought about a thorough revision of the 
current ideas concerning the function and value of scientific 
knowledge. Up to then scientists had appeared to be pro- 
gressively reducing the field of the unknown. Of course, it 
had been recognized latterly that there would always remain 



at the very core of things an important, impregnable domain 
of mystery. Yet that domain seemed to be limited in extent 
and even to be shrinking appreciably. Then the time-worn 
network of accepted hypotheses and general explanations 
gave way and broke under the strain; again and again it 
proved itself incapable of holding in its meshes the great bulk 
of new facts that were now constantly being brought to light. 
Finally and reluctantly it had to be in great part discarded. 
So man became conscious of the immensity of his ignorance 
and of the strange forces surrounding him, about which he 
knew next to nothing at all; the world was indeed infinitely 
more complex than had ever been imagined before. Thus 
science, instead of conveying as in former times a reassuring 
impression of conquering progress, now seemed disturbingly 
to magnify the widespread extent of mystery throughout the 
universe by revealing, all of a sudden, how enormous and 
profound were the unknown forces enveloping human life on 
all sides. 

In past centuries, the mysterious, the fantastic, had had a 
realm of its own, but as a rule it was separate and distinct 
from the field of reality. Once in a while an inspired or ad- 
venturous man had tried to loosen the bonds of our material 
world in order to penetrate into that other, the immaterial 
realm of the spirit. But the “other” world had always seemed 
somehow problematic and remote. One could gain access 
to it only by crossing the threshold of mental aberration, 
as did Gerard de Nerval, or by being carried, like Baude- 
laire and Rimbaud, by some phase of mystic transport, 
or, like Mallarm^, by flying upon the wings of immate- 
rial fancy. Now, however, a bewildering collection of in- 
credible ideas were forcing their way into the very midst 
of the neat and tidy world which had formerly appeared 
so simple, so familiar, and so clear. The sanest, even, were 
obliged to admit that the unbelievable was true and that 



the whole universe was filled with incomprehensible prod- 
igies. 

Then human intelligence, which the rationalistic French- 
man had so long trusted as the safest guide in the intricate 
maze of puzzling reality, came to be regarded with suspicion 
and even with contempt. After all, the logical pattern which 
reason had drawn to represent the general order of things had 
proved only too often to be erroneous and misleading; it even 
appeared extremely doubtful whether the power of the nor- 
mal human mind was equal to the task of grasping the deep, 
fundamental relations which constitute the framework of the 
universe. 

In this state of general uncertainty a thinker appeared, the 
meaning and influence of whose message can hardly be over- 
estimated. This was Bergson, whose theories began to spread 
throughout France and far beyond her borders. Themselves 
issuing undoubtedly from the great anti-rationalistic current 
which had its direct source in the altered spiritual circum- 
stances prevailing at the close of the nineteenth century, 
these theories powerfully reinforced that current by providing 
•a strong inspiration to those who, weary of the shallowness 
of past concepts, were now seeking deeper channels of 
thought. The views of Bergson must not be considered sim- 
ply as the speculations of an isolated philosopher: they soon 
became the mot d’ordre of a restless and dynamic younger 
generation. 

According to Bergson, intelligence is only an instrument 
whose function is to interpret our surroundings in terms of 
possible benefit or harm. Hence the necessity for the con- 
scious mind to remain in permanent contact with the external 
world. It is no wonder, then, that the data which form our 
abstract ideas coincide with certain aspects of nature: these 
data are culled from nature itself. It is not surprising that 
the results of scientific investigation can be used for practical 



putposes: science is merely a convenient set of recipes de- 
rived from the facts themselves. But to give practical Infor- 
mation concerning the motley forms among which we live is 
not to delve deeply into their essential nature. Indeed, a 
thorough comprehension of the essence of things would, on 
account of their very inexhaustible richness, hamper intelli- 
gence in the fulfillment of its duty, which is to choose and to 
retain only those few elements that are of definite importance 
in determining our behavior. The other elements, however 
fundamental and rich they may be, must be rigorously dis- 
carded — or, rather, ignored — for they would be only a use- 
less encumbrance to us. So, according to Bergson, the deep 
reality of things normally remains beyond the grasp of the 
clear conscious mind. 

Yet we participate in that reality through the vital current 
of our subconscious existence. Instinct is the most cogent 
expression of that obscure harmony between our individual 
beings and the totality of the universe. But instinct can give 
only vague indications as to the nature of the substratum 
from which its roots proceed. Nevertheless we are not, thinks 
Bergson, altogether devoid of capacity for investigating what ■ 
lies outside the field of rational logic. Intuition enables us to 
unite the mysterious throbbing forces of life with our own 
consciousness. Our roving intellectual perception detects the 
outstanding landmarks of our world, signals their presence, 
gives us clues to their worth and possible use, but is not con- 
cerned with their intrinsic nature. On the other hand, intui- 
tion, whose informative value in regard to our practical 
interests is almost negligible, allows us to sense the cosmic 
vibration and the rhythm of the jiaiverse. 

By thus raising intuition to'^tht privileged status of a mode 
of metaphysical insight, Befgson provided a ready-made justi- 
fication for those who wished to go in search of the unknown 
along the path of irrational mysticism. At the same time his 


Henri Rousseau: Le R 6 ve (1910) 

A case of unsophisticated, spontaneous primi- 
tivism 




analysis of the practical interpretative process of intelligence 
ruined, in the eyes of his contemporaries, all that remained of 
the prestige of reason as a means of obtaining knowledge of a 
superior, transcendental kind. 

So the generation that grew to manhood about 1900 realized 
that the ground which their forbears had confidently trod 
was now giving way beneath their own feet; reality was 
everywhere breaking up into elusive, impalpable fragments. 
Disbelief in the solidity of the world - formerly the subject 
of paradoxical discussions on the part of philosophers, or 
of wild conjectures by more or less unbalanced individuals 
- became an actual issue, an urgent, crucial, and compelling 
problem. The intellectual conceptions which for centuries 
had been man’s stay and support in hours of doubt and trial, 
now suddenly collapsed, encumbering the path of progress 
with their debris. 

Then began in many eager young men an impatient desire 
to clear away that wreckage, to tear down the tottering rem- 
nants of the ancient, useless, outmoded structure. This fever 
of destruction was not the result of a deliberate program of 
criticism, such as had occurred several times previously in the 
course of French cultural development; it was the outcome 
rather of an instinctive, spontaneous impulse to escape from 
the conventional, the artificial, and to reach out for some- 
thing truly authentic and genuine. Since intelligence had 
betrayed the confidence placed in her, the desire was to re- 
turn to a pre-intellectual state, to a primitivism akin to that 
of the Negroes of Central Africa - a stage of development in 
which intellect had not yet had a chance to draw an inter- 
pretative veil between the core of reality and man’s sentient 
being. 

Shortly before the end of the nineteenth century a small 
group of young men who were acutely aware of the prevailing 
spiritual distress, though still very uncertain as to the goal to 



be sought, began to voice their discontent, violently startling 
the general public out of its smug and deadening compla- 
cency. In the field of the plastic arts, as we shall see, the 
Fames began roaring defiance at the established, sacred con- 
ventions of pictorial technique, and in the field of literature 
Alfred Jarry threw a bombshell that wrought havoc amidst 
the self-satisfied circles of traditional conformism. 

Alfred Jarry was born in 1873 in the small town of Laval in 
Brittany. His father, a commercial traveler, at once insignifi- 
cant and boastful, had absolutely no authority over his family. 
His mother — nee Tremec’k de Coutouly — was a more pic- 
turesque character, in turn whimsically imaginative and vio- 
lently obdurate, as some Bretonnes can be; she seems to have 
transmitted to her son many of the better as well as some of 
the less desirable features of her colorful personality. 

At school young Jarry displayed brilliant intellectual gifts. 
He took first place in practically every subject; at an extraor- 
dinarily early age he had acquired a broad and solid culture, 
even, in certain fields, a truly astounding erudition. In par- 
ticular, the knowledge of Greek was so deeply implanted in- 
his mind that later on it frequently happened that he used 
unconsciously Hellenic turns of phrase in casual conversation 
with his friends in the caKs of Paris. 

One of his teachers, however, failed to find favor in the 
eyes of this remarkable pupil; to that bizarre circumstance 
he owed the doubtful honor of having a not very flattering 
picture of himself preserved for posterity. Hebert, nick- 
named “le P^re Heb” by irreverent schoolboys, was teacher 
of physics at the lycee of Rennes, to which Alfred Jarry had 
gone to complete his course of studies. Uninspiring and 
vulgar, though personally honest, Hubert became a butt of 
jests and an object of derision to the whole school. A play, 
both heroic and grotesque, purporting to represent his al- 



leged adventures — all entirely imaginary — was composed by 
the schoolboys under the title of Les Polonais; a performance 
was given, in the form of a puppet show, at the home of one 
of Jarry’s schoolmates. Nearly everyone in the school had 
collaborated, and Jarry had thrown himself into the game 
with all the violence of his passionate nature. So, through a 
process of collective suggestion, for this young boy the un> 
fortunate “Pere Heb” became, and was henceforth to remain, 
the embodiment of all that is evil and grotesque in this 
world. 

At the age of twenty Jarry went to Paris, officially in order 
to prepare for the entrance examination to the famous Ecole 
Normale Superieure. In point of fact, he was already much 
too independent and erratic to submit himself to the stern 
intellectual discipline necessary for success in this most diffi- 
cult test. He very soon drifted into the irregular and dis- 
orderly life of Parisian literary Bohemia. His parents having 
died, he fell heir to a sum of money which enabled him to 
establish himself in an apartment on the Boulevard Saint- 
Germain — and to become popular in the leading caf& of the 
•capital on account of his openhandedness and his almost 
unlimited capacity for drinking. Before very long, however, 
his modest fortune had dwindled and disappeared; and as he 
had no other resources than his earnings from an occasional 
article in a literary review, he sank rapidly to the lowest level 
of Bohemian poverty. 

Meanwhile his prestige was growing apace. His profound 
and varied erudition, the ingenuity of his remarks, the very 
exuberance of his language, and the eccentricity of his man- 
ners held spellbound an ever-increasing circle of youthful 
and wondering admirers. In the course of time he found a 
welcome in the house of Alfred Vallette, then director of the 
Mercure de France, and so succeeded in gaining a foothold in 
certain fashionable literary salons of the capital. 



At first he was received with a mixture of curiosity and 
uneasiness; the invitations were continued, however, on ac- 
count of his striking picturesqueness and his unusual bril- 
liance. His short bow legs supported a squat figure with a 
powerful torso, usually covered by a close-fitting, dirty, striped 
sweater. His whole person presented a soiled and bedraggled 
appearance, even his toes only too often sticking out of his 
shoes, his pockets bulging with greasy tools or the threatening 
butt of a huge revolver. His very dark eyes, set in a pale, 
round face, had a fixed stare like that of a dangerous noc- 
turnal bird. Almost constantly under the influence of alcohol 
— his favorite drink was absinthe, which he called herbe 
sainte - his moods oscillated between blackest despondency 
and flights of enchanting, iridescent dreams. This, however, 
rather enhanced his mysterious power of attraction. Tire- 
lessly he would pour out with irrepressible volubility a con- 
tinuous torrent of words, which were linked together not so 
much by logical sequence as by virtue of secret associative 
affinities. As he talked, with set face and short, spasmodic 
gestures, the sentences seemed to flow from his lips auto- 
matically in an endless stream, as though from some strange, 
superhuman machine. His desultory talk, somewhat reminis- 
cent of the rambling style of Lautrdamont, practically un- 
hampered by the direction of control of conscious reasoning, 
seemed to spring spontaneously from a source much deeper 
than ordinary normal intelligence. The flow of his conver- 
sation, carrying along pell-mell fragments of weird poetry, 
biting sarcasm, brilliant sallies, and grotesque obscenities, 
would fill his listeners with mingled disgust, admiration, 
and awe. 

About three years after his arrival in Paris, his growing 
reputation suddenly swelled to a climax of scandal and fame. 
Jarry had always kept by him a manuscript of Les Polonais, 
and the thought of the burlesque character of “Pere Heb” 



had haunted him continually. In 1896, taking the old sketch 
of his schooldays as a foundation, he wrote the powerful 
farce of Ubu-Roi. As far as he was concerned, this was much 
less a manifestation of literary activity than a means of get- 
ting rid of the accumulation of festering thoughts which had 
gathered around his first ignominious impressions of life. 

The character of “Ubu” in Jarry’s play is a hideous presen- 
tation of combined cupidity, cowardice, gluttony, lechery, 
bourgeois respectability, philosophical wisdom, and sharp, 
dangerous cunning. Endowed with inexhaustible grandilo- 
quence and overflowing with primitive elemental force, his 
enormous porcine figure bulking large on the stage, “Ubu” 
possesses a monstrous vital intensity reminiscent of the power- 
ful creations of Rabelais. He stands as a symbol of the lowest 
human instincts, which, if given a free hand, might easily take 
possession of our whole being and, as it is the case in Ubu-Roi, 
fasten the tyranny of ignoble appetites upon our entire 
personality. Generally these tendencies remain carefully 
hidden within ourselves; nevertheless they do exist, and, by 
bringing them forcibly to light, Jarry presents an image of 
humiliating but compelling verity to the view of all who are 
perspicacious and sincere. At the same time the play consti- 
tutes a bitter satire on the society in which we live. Just as 
"Ubu” himself does, society conceals under a cloak of hypo- 
critical righteousness the extremes of corruption, brutality, 
and lust. With scathing directness, Jarry denounces the 
mediocrity of our world, so stupidly blind to elevated senti- 
ment and so stubbornly opposed to anything that might dis- 
turb its coarse enjoyment of the most material pleasures. 

Attacking simultaneously the smooth, conventional por- 
trait of man’s moral consciousness and the generally accepted 
picture of what society is supposed to be, Ubu-Roi inevitably 
aroused either violent resentment or wild enthusiasm. The 
performance of the play, which took place on December 10, 



1896, at the Theatre de rCEuvre, under the direction of 
Lugne-Poe, had the value and significance of a public mani- 
festo. Important personages, upholding morality and order, 
solemn dignitaries, conservative critics — all the pillars of so- 
ciety-attended. Scattered among them, however, were 
numbers of long-haired artists and writers, the vanguard of 
a rebellious youth, all eager for the fray. 

At the beginning Jarry himself, attired in an ill-fitting 
black suit much too large for him, made a short speech 
which nobody understood and then withdrew with a deep, 
jerky bow, like a puppet breaking in half. The very first 
word of the play — a word of intentionally aggressive crude- 
ness — started a pandemonium of indignant protestations and 
wild applause. Whenever that word was repeated on the stage 
during the evening - and it was very often - a frantic uproar 
broke out afresh with renewed violence. In between these 
outbursts the spectators exclaimed and gesticulated in wild 
confusion, vociferously expressing their approval or their 
disgust. In the midst of this continuous rumbling din, Ubu- 
Roi rolled onwards with its tide of sarcasm and mire. . . . 

The result of the performance was inconclusive; but the 
play itself made such a decided impression on contemporary 
opinion that it may be considered the first open break with 
the accepted standards of the past, the first public manifesta- 
tion of the “modern” school. 

As a consequence, Jarry skyrocketed to the position of a 
celebrity in Paris. He himself immediately received the 
nickname of “Pere Ubu,” and strangely enough very soon 
took on the characteristics of his fictitious creation. At first 
Jarry thought it a great jest to impersonate “Ubu,'’ by way 
of indicting the ignominious things he so violently hated. 
In fun he adopted the attitude, the gestures, the mannerisms 
of Ubu-Roi.” Being a “king,” he never referred to himself 
otherwise than by the royal “we.” He cultivated a grandiose 



and obscure style of speech. Despite himself, he acted his part 
so perfectly, and so thoroughly, that he became quite ab- 
sorbed in it. A most curious case of literary mimetism, Jarry 
fell a victim to his own imagination and gradually, in all but 
physique, turned into a veritable “Pere Ubu” himself. 

Meanwhile he had become a leading figure in the most 
advanced literary circles. His collaboration was eagerly 
sought by the modernist reviews of the day, which increased 
his influence even though it failed to make him prosperous. 
... He was now surrounded by a group of young admirers, 
among whom were Guillaume Apollinaire, Andrd Salmon, 
Max Jacob, Pablo Picasso - that is to say, the future leaders 
of the Cubist movement that was to be, who were all subju- 
gated by the power of his personality and captivated by the 
strange charm of his impossible and extravagant tales. 

Success caused Jarry’s personality to unfold and expand. 
Before everyone he affected an attitude of extreme courtesy, 
which he often varied with exhibitions of brutal insolence. 
On all occasions he displayed a ferocious sense of humor, in- 
dulging in wild, “ubuesque” jokes. At the same time there 
■developed in him a queer, half-visionary strain. Mallarme 
had strongly influenced his first publication: Les Minutes de 
sable memorial (1894). Now, however, a definite hermetism 
began to insinuate itself into his works, blending curiously 
with an eroticism of the most sordid kind. U Amour en visiles 
{18^8), L’Amour absolu (1900), Ubu-Enchaine (1900), Mes- 
saline (1901), and Le Surmdle (1902) bear witness to the 
progressive reorientation that was taking place within him. 
Yet not one of these works had an influence in any way com- 
parable to that exerted by the personality of Jarry himself. 

In 1898 a number of his friends, among whom was Alfred 
Vallette, rented in Corbeil, near the river Marne, a country 
house which they called their “Phalanstere.” Jarry decided 
to follow them. He took up his quarters near-by in an old 



stable which had formerly sheltered the mules used for tow- 
ing the river barges. He existed there mainly on the product 
of his own fishing and also, it must be said, by ingeniously 
appropriating his neighbors’ chickens. His lodgings exhibited 
the mixture of artistic refinement and filthy neglect typical 
of the man. With a few wild flowers in simple pottery vases, 
he was able to conjure up an atmosphere of fresh, rustic 
beauty; yet the floor was strewn with fragments of broken 
dishes and ancient fish-heads. . . . Sometimes he invited his 
friends from the “Phalanstere,” or even from Paris, to epoch- 
making picnics. The fare was not of the best, but every sub- 
ject under the sun was discussed with enthusiastic vehemence, 
and most of the guests usually drank until they could drink 
no more. 

After the publication of Messaline, Jarry found himself 
with enough money to purchase a small plot of ground. 
There he had a little wooden cabin erected, to which he gave 
the name of “Tripode” because it stood upon four posts! 
The main advantage of this new abode was its proximity to an 
inn where he could obtain an abundant and varied supply 
of drinks — on credit. He was now living in a state of almost 
perpetual intoxication, subject to constant paroxysms. He 
always carried a revolver, and on the slightest pretext would 
shoot at objects around him with amazing accuracy. Some- 
times he was seized with a frenzy of destruction, even killing 
the nightingales, “ces sales b^tes de rossignols qui Nous 
emp^chaient de dormir!”(i) 

Periodically he felt a longing for the literary caf^s and the 
excitement of Paris, where he still kept a miserable, cheap 
lodging in the Rue Cassette. Then he would jump on his 
bicycle and ride there, completing the journey despite a 
blazing sun or a driving rain. Eventually he deserted the 

(i) Quoted by Rachilde, Alfred Jarry ou Le Surmdle de lettres (Paris: 

B. Grasset, igsS), chap. VI, p. 135. 



“Tripode” and Corbeil, and spent the better part of his days 
at the Biblioth^ue Nationale, studying the history of the 
popes and making translations from modern Greek. ... At 
the same time, perhaps under the influence of alcohol or of 
ether, in which he indulged freely, his life sank deeper into 
a half-hallucinatory world of dreams. He recorded his visions 
and fancies in Gestes et opinions du Dr. Faustroll (which was 
not published until after his death), and he talked inter- 
minably to his friends in a jumble of idealism and mockery 
about a new “science” of his own invention, “la Pataphy- 
sique,” designed to explore the world of the unknown. 

Then suddenly, in 1906, he became very ill, and collapsed; 
he had just enough strength left to go to his pious elder sister 
in Laval. One day his Parisian friends learned with astonish- 
ment that he was cured — and converted. Although nominally 
a Catholic, all his life he had delighted in being a scoffer and 
a blasphemer: it was not easy to imagine him as a meek 
communicant of the Church. . . . When he returned to the 
Rue Cassette in Paris, it was obvious that, in spite of the 
change which had come over him, he was rapidly nearing 
the end: his vitality had been drained and exhausted by all 
the excesses of his previous existence. A few more months 
dragged by in misery, until he was finally taken to a hospital, 
where he died on November 1, 1907, at the age of only 
thirty-four. 

The circumstances of Jarry’s death, adding a last dramatic 
touch to his wild career, only served to enhance the prestige 
he had enjoyed during his short and pathetic lifetime. He 
came to be regarded as the standard-bearer of a generation in 
revolt, a champion who had fallen in a lofty struggle. Jarry 
was pronounced a typical representative of a group of young 
men for whom the world, as it was generally accepted, had 
lost practically all interest and value. Undoubtedly influenced 
by the increasingly widespread impression that the universe, 



64 


as revealed by our senses or by science, does not correspond 
to any true, profound reality, they had come to regard the 
play of appearances around them not merely as a comedy but 
even as a hoax. Roused to anger and contempt by the con- 
viction that they were the victims of a grotesque farce, they 
dedicated themselves to demonstrating the terrifying insignifi- 
cance and hopeless absurdity of every stage of human life. 

Jarry had shown the way by his indictment of the principles 
which uphold both the sentiment of human dignity and 
society itself -the very framework of our existence. By in- 
sisting that they were essentially dismal compounds of the 
vilest, most despicable elements, he argued that it was abso- 
lutely impossible to use them as the foundation of any sound 
and solid structure. Everything that man had so far relied 
upon in this world must be destroyed and eternally swept 
away. 

This work of destruction Jarry effected by means of a 
process not unlike that employed previously by Arthur 
Rimbaud. Jarry took the world as it appeared to him and 
contented himself with transposing and replacing a few 
details here and there. Nothing was profoundly altered in 
the general scheme of things; yet these few substitutions 
were sufficient to disrupt the illusory appearance of universal 
harmony. His peculiar humor, by unbalancing life at its 
center of gravity, imparted to reality a ludicrous drunken 
gait. Just as the grotesque deportment of an intoxicated man 
often reveals the true nature and fundamental inanity of an 
apparently imposing personage, the utter absurdity of the 
whole world was made so convincingly evident by Jarry’s 
caricatural representation that it never again seemed possible 
to take it seriously. 

The conceptions of Jarry were not exclusively negative, 
however. A subtle visionary strain is clearly perceptible 
throughout his spiritual evolution. First his admiration for 



Mallarm^, then his love for hermetic formulae, and finally 
his comico-mystic discovery of “la Pataphysique,” marked 
different stages in the progressive revelation of another world, 
entirely different from the one wherein reigned the fleshy, 
bloated “Ubu-Roi/' In particular, among the lucubrations 
of that curious character, Dr. Faustroll, appear strangely 
illuminating statements. What, according to Jarry, was the 
aim of “la Pataphysique”? It was to study the laws that 
govern exceptions, and to explain “I’univers suppl^mentaire 
a celuhci. . . “It will describe,” as he said, “a universe 
which can, and perhaps ought to be, seen by us in place of 
the traditional one” (2). 

These glimpses into a superior world do not constitute by 
any means the most important part of Jarry’s message. In 
the eyes of his contemporaries, Jarry represented, above all, 
destruction and revolt. His name served as a rallying call for 
young writers such as Guillaume Apollinaire, Max Jacob, 
Andr^ Salmon, who wanted at any cost to get rid of the rub- 
bish of an outmoded past, and who were seeking a truth of 
their own. Most of these young writers, however, were to 
reach their maturity and to make a name for themselves at a 
somewhat later period. 

For the time being, it was in the field of painting that the 
first major conquests were achieved which marked in an un- 
mistakable manner the beginning of the new era. Hence- 
forward, very much as during the Romantic revolt, the artistic 
and the literary movement were almost inextricably inter- 
twined, the development of the one being always explained, 
complemented, and illustrated by the progress and the vari- 
ations of the other. So if, for the sake of clearness, their mani- 

(2) Quoted by M. Raymond, De Baudelaire au Surrialisme (Paris: 

R.-A. Correa, 1933), p. 259; cf. A. Jarry, Gestes et opinions du Dr. 

Faustroll, pataphysicien (Paris: Fasquelle, 1911). 



festations are examined separately here, it must be remem- 
bered that their constant interconnection in actual fact 
linked them in a compact spiritual unity. 

As has been previously seen, Impressionism - mainly 
through its technical discoveries, but also through its rejec- 
tion of a certain conventional mode of interpreting the 
aspects of the world — had prepared the way for the public’s 
adoption of a new attitude towards the plastic arts. Impres- 
sionism, however, contained the germs of changes far more 
drastic and radical than had hitherto been imagined. The 
dispersion of the visual universe into a multiplicity of colored 
dots had deprived reputedly solid objects of much of their 
consistence, in fact, of the most obvious part of their reality. 
Correlatively, the personality and the emotions of the artist, 
no longer held in check by the obstacle of firm, resistant 
shapes, had thus found an unprecedentedly wide domain in 
which they had been free to expand. They had been kept 
within certain definite bounds, however, by the old, ingrained 
tradition that painting was essentially a graphic representa- 
tion of external form. 

Cezanne overstepped these bounds. He made his individual 
sentiments the law of the visible universe, and consequently 
declined to obey even the most imperative prescriptions of 
consecrated draftsmanship. For instance, if, when contem- 
plating a scene, he was intensely conscious of the value of a 
mountain rising in the fer distance — even though the laws of 
perspective told him that the outline of this mountain ought 
to occupy only a small space in the background of his picture 
— nothing could prevent him from putting it on his canvas 
as an enormous mass, towering above the surrounding land- 
scape. This method of affective deformation of reality, when 
carried systematically into all phases of painting, engendered 
a cornplete disregard of actual proportions and forms, sub- 
stituting for the old principle of the imitation of nature a new 



pictorial standard: the expression of the sentiments of the 
artist himself. Cezanne is the first great modern painter who 
deliberately refused to copy nature and definitely set out to 
reshape and reorganize all its elements according to the 
rhythm of his own sensibility. 

Of course these ideas of Cezanne’s would have had little 
opportunity of developing and growing had they not fallen 
on well-prepared and fertile ground. But Cezanne’s daring 
innovations appeared at precisely the time when ancient rev- 
erence for objective reality was declining everywhere. Conse- 
quently, they were hailed with enthusiasm and adopted with 
glee by a numerous cohort of young and eager artists. At the 
Salon d’Automne of 1905, Matisse, Vlaminck, Braque, Derain, 
and a few others hurled their challenge in the face of an 
astonished and bewildered public, which, obscurely conscious 
of the fierce, savage impulse that made these youths leap up, 
as it were, and shake the bars of encaging tradition, immedi- 
ately dubbed them “the wild beasts” — les Fauves. 

Fauvisme constitutes a striking break in the evolution of 
painting in Europe and represents a complete departure from 
conceptions which had prevailed in art for over four cen- 
turies. Since the Renaissance, the essential purpose of paint- 
ing had been to render on canvas the external appearance of 
things as they are revealed to us in space. The history of 
artistic theory up to our day had been marked by the progres- 
sive development of methods and rules — the most important 
being the laws of perspective — which enabled the artist to 
give a more and more adequate representation of the reality 
that constitutes our environment. 

When, towards the end of the nineteenth century, this 
reality suddenly fell into discredit, the relations existing be- 
tween the lines or volumes of its constituent parts, which had 
been considered of engrossing interest in the past, now seemed 



hardly worthy of any attention. A complete reversal of point 
of view took place: it was no longer the forms and aspects of 
nature but the soul of the artist himself, his aspirations, and 
his dreams, that were the all-important source of artistic 
inspiration. 

Simultaneously, the actual process of painting, which had 
hitherto occupied a definitely subordinate position in regard 
to the reality it was supposed to represent, now, as reality 
faltered, acquired an intrinsic value of its own. A picture was 
not simply a more or less faithful, more or less original copy 
of a “model.” A picture was henceforth considered as a com- 
plete creation, a self-contained, absolute entity. 

Of course the artist still had to borrow elements from 
nature. Nevertheless, in order to impart meaning and value 
to his work he no longer had to rely upon a definite likeness 
and relation between the forms he painted and those existing 
in actuality. His most serious preoccupation was with com- 
bining shapes and colors in such a way that their association, 
through contrast or harmony, would produce a definite 
suggestive effect. So painting came to resemble, in some ways, 
a musical symphony. The interplay of shapes and colors, 
without strict and servile reference to any objective reality, 
but under the sway of the artist’s own inspiration, turned out 
to be the fundamental principle of the new, “fauvist” pic- 
torial art. 

The Fauves did not fail to twist and stretch and warp the 
forms of reality according to their whims and fancies. In 
their pictures the most stable objects, as if intoxicated, lost 
their balance and began to stagger and reel. It is noteworthy, 
nevertheless, that even though their principles authorized 
them to dislocate reality to the fullest extent, actually their 
artistic presentations did not stray very far from the accepted 
pattern of things. The familiar aspects of our everyday world 
are quite recognizable, even if somewhat distorted, in the 



works of practically all these artists. Indeed, the Fames, being 
one and all imbued with a rich artistic culture, could not help 
being influenced - perhaps unwittingly - by the prestige of 
the old masters, and so were prevented from starting entirely 
anew, after ostensibly making a complete break with the past. 
They did shake off the yoke of a number of inherited con- 
ventions; they destroyed the traditional fixity and rigidity of 
many a stale form. They did not go much further. Rich as 
their individual inspiration may have been, as a group they 
did not succeed in fostering a powerful new creative spirit. 

It is in the works of an almost illiterate man, devoid of all 
cultural impediment, the famous douanier Rousseau, that we 
can best perceive the prefiguration of the tendencies then 
slowly coming into being. Rousseau was a discovery — one 
might almost say an invention — of Alfred Jarry himself. 
One day, when Jarry was visiting the Salon des Ind^pendants, 
he stopped before an amazing tropical landscape in which 
was depicted a tiger from whose mouth issued words painted 
on the canvas in large black capitals. A little gentleman, 
hovering around, approached Jarry, apparently anxious to 
know his opinion of the painting. Jarry, bent upon mystifi- 
cation as usual, treated him to a lyrical outburst in praise of 
the subject and the technique of this “work of art.” The 
little gentleman then gave his name as Henri Rousseau, saying 
he was the painter of the picture, and adding, in all serious- 
ness, an absurd and mirth-provoking commentary to explain 
his point of view. Jarry, thoroughly delighted at having dis- 
covered such a ludicrous character, decided to introduce him 
to his friends. 

Henri Rousseau was a man of no education. He had for- 
merly been a sergeant in the army and now held a job as 
collector of tolls at the gates of the city of Paris. He was 
immediately referred to, with comical emphasis, as le douanier 



— the customs officer. With Jarry and Guillaume Apollinaire 
taking the lead, the whole of Parisian artistic and literary 
Bohemia launched jokingly into the most extravagant praise 
of his works, representing him as a great, misunderstood 
genius. 

The joke was soon complicated by the fact that the works 
of Henri Rousseau were not altogether devoid of interest. In 
the midst of this oversophisticated milieu he was unique in 
possessing the simple mind and candid soul of the untaught, 
of an authentic primitif. His naive compositions had the 
fresh, spontaneous quality of a child’s dream. He was not 
related to the Fauves; he did not owe anything to Cezanne. 
Yet he possessed by instinct something they were all striving 
to attain: an inner sentiment that was unaffected and genuine. 
Of course, the mediocrity of his talent as a painter did not in 
any way justify the commotion artificially created around his 
name. Yet the fact that the “joke” could last, and that in the 
end even a Guillaume Apollinaire was almost able to believe 
in the superior value of Rousseau’s bizarre paintings, casts a 
curious light on the direction the future was to take. The 
technical rendering of shapes and colors was being more and 
more discounted, and the spiritual content of the picture was 
coming to the fore. Objective reality having betrayed their 
trust, writers and artists set out to find another reality — one 
which could not be attained through the senses but was to 
be discovered, perhaps, in the obscure depths of human 
consciousness. 



in. Cubism 

On the slopes of Montmartre in the earlier years of the 
present century could be seen a huge, rambling, wooden 
structure extending along a narrow old street then known as 
the Rue Ravignan. This edifice was so unlike any ordinary 
building that it had been nicknamed humorously the “bateau- 
lavoir,” for it did somehow remind one of those clumsy, 
lumbering, square-built boats which are to be seen moored 
along the banks of the Seine and to which poor housewives 
may go to do their washing in the more or less clean current 
of the river. In actuality this tenement bore a closer resem- 
blance to a crowded rabbit warren, made of tiny studios, 
secondhand shops, dark corridors, and cheap rooms, where 
artists, poets, actors, seamstresses, gay ladies, and other pic- 
turesque, though somewhat irregular characters lived in 
happy, noisy, Bohemian familiarity. The “bateau-lavoir” of 
Montmartre was to become the cradle of the most modernistic 
tendencies in literature and art; for thither, or to its immedi- 
ate vicinity, had drifted one by one such men as Pablo 
Picasso, Juan Gris, Georges Braque, Max Jacob, Andr6 
Salmon, Pierre Reverdy, who were soon to be the recognized 
leaders of the Cubist movement in the years preceding the 
first World War. 

The majority of these young artists and writers were not of 
ancient, sturdy, French stock. Feeling lonely and strange in 
the great, cosmopolitan city, uprooted from their respective 
natural surroundings and often struggling against material 
difficulties bordering on starvation and misery, they were 
perhaps more acutely conscious than anybody else of the 
profound and tragic crisis confronting their generation. Even 
though general conditions were on the whole fairly satisfac- 
tory in France during this period, all the members of this 
group, for individual and particular reasons, were reduced 



to circumstances which caused them to adopt a violent, ag- 
gressive attitude towards all forms of reality. In truth, reality 
offered them litde but a distressing confusion of sordid, 
grotesque, and heartrending spectacles. Confidence in the 
intrinsic value of reality was already waning on every hand; 
yet, for those who were thriving and content, there was no 
urgent desire to throw off modes of life which, even if de- 
lusive, presented at least the great advantage of comfort. But 
the ill-starred inmates of the “bateau-lavoir” felt little com- 
punction about taking the decisive, destructive step over 
which the more prosperous, were still hesitating. 

It must be added that many of them came of highly emo- 
tional and imaginative strains; Spaniards and Jews plainly 
predominated among them; so they did not feel themselves 
very strongly bound by the rationalistic categories which form 
such an essential part of the typically French mentality. In 
their case the rejection of reality and the transgressing of 
logical rules for the sake of a higher ideal did not imply the 
same spiritual disruption that would have occurred in the 
case of a more staid and balanced race. Once the way was 
opened up, the French hastened to follow in large numbers. 
Yet it must be noted that, though Cubism came into being 
on French soil and was later to grow and to develop through 
moral elements provided by French surroundings, the move- 
ment was first initiated by artists the great majority of whom 
were of foreign origin. 

The most important of these artists was undoubtedly 
Pablo Picasso. Picasso was born in Malaga and spent his early 
youth in Barcelona. His father was a painter, and he himself 
from early childhood felt the irresistible urge towards an 
artistic voation. While still very young, he went to Paris, 
which was considered the Mecca of all true artists, and joined 
the ranks of the Impressionists, who were then at the height 
— though nearing the end — of their influence and prestige. 



Pablo Picasso: Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (19^7) 
An example of the influence of Negro art 



Being unknown and miserably poor, Picasso drifted into 
circles where desperate immorality, wretchedness, and suffer- 
ing were rampant. He then perceived tragic depths in life 
which the graceful, fluttering, superficial display of Impres- 
sionist painting utterly failed to convey. With impulsive 
violence, he rejected the brilliant but shallow effects that a 
skillful technique can produce and set out to discover some 
principle more fundamental and genuine. 

In igoi he made the acquaintance of Max Jacob, a young 
Jew who had come to Paris to seek his fortune — and so far 
had not attained it. Jacob also had seen certain aspects of 
existence which are ordinarily shunned by the official ex- 
pounders of what man and society are supposed to be; yet he 
was lifted above the rank sordidness of his everyday life by 
the tenacious, latent mysticism typical of some of his race. 
Picasso and Max Jacob at once struck up an intimate friend- 
ship, and for a while even shared cheap and rather miserable 
rooms together. After a short visit to his native Spain, Picasso 
returned to Paris in 1903 and settled in the “bateau-lavoir” 
on the Rue Ravignan. Soon afterwards Max Jacob was easily 
persuaded to take lodgings on the same street. 

In 1905, in a bar on the Rue d’ Amsterdam, Picasso met the 
brilliant and whimsical Guillaume Apollinaire. At that time 
Apollinaire was associating mainly with the iconoclastic 
young writers who had adopted Jarry as a living symbol of 
their contempt for accepted realities and their intense, though 
still indefinite aspirations towards a new ideal. Jarry, how- 
ever, was too undependable, too unsociable, and too unruly 
to serve as a leader and guide. Gradually, as Jarry’s vitality 
ebbed away, Guillaume Apollinaire, on account of his vigor- 
ous personal qualities, emerged as the real, inspiring soul of 
the whole group. 

The meeting of Picasso and Apollinaire, then the frequent 
visits of the latter to Montmartre and the Rue Ravignan, 



were of momentous import to the development of the newer 
literature and art. Apollinaire was followed by several of his 
friends, a few of them eventually settling in the “bateau- 
lavoir” itself. Thus was brought about the fusion of two 
distinct groups, which, though not without certain points of 
contact, had never worked in familiar, intimate collaboration. 
Cubism is the most direct and evident consequence of that 
collaboration. In the “bateau-lavoir,” painters and poets 
found a common center where they could exchange views, 
build up their doctrines, and carry on without disturbance 
their most adventurous experimentations. The Cubist move- 
ment, therefore, has had almost as decisive a bearing on the 
evolution of modern literature as on the development of the 
plastic arts. Cubism has represented not only a change in 
pictorial technique but a fresh general conception of the 
world, a new trend of thought - in short, a philosophy. To 
the elaboration of this philosophy, the poets have contributed 
as much as the painters by adding their share of inspired 
enthusiasm and subtle inventive ingenuity. 

The passionate discussions which marked the birth and 
growth of Cubism were not, it must be said, entirely confined 
within the rooms and studios of the Rue Ravignan. Very 
often they were carried on in the numerous caf^s of the 
neighborhood: and many of the queerest theories of Cubism 
unmistakably betray the influence of the hazy, befuddled 
atmosphere wherein they were conceived. The most popu- 
lar of these restaurants was undoubtedly “Le Lapin Agile.” 
Its original sign bore the lurid appellation “Au Cabaret des 
Assassins,” which was changed into “Le Lapin i Gill” when 
the whole house was bought by an artist named Andre Gill; 
then, through an easy play on words, it received its present 
name, under which it has attained international celebrity. 
There old “Pere FrM^” extended to all artists both welcome 
and credit, occasionally accepting a picture to balance a long 



outstanding bill; there his wife, Berthe la Bourguignonne, 
was adept in preparing the most delicate and succulent dishes, 
all for two francs; there unbounded freedom, youthful exu- 
berance, hearty conviviality reigned amidst laughter, music, 
and song. 

In the Rue Ravignan circle, the painters at the beginning 
played the most important role. In the years just past, the 
Fauves had abruptly extinguished the vogue of Impression- 
ism among the most modern artists; they were now slowly 
forcing their point of view upon a reluctant and diffident 
public. Yet, though the Fauves had introduced the idea of 
the lyrical, emotional distortion of visible shapes, they re- 
frained from going very far in the practical application of 
their theories. So the feeling was growing, especially among 
the younger men, that a more radical departure from the 
traditional mode of vision must be put into effect if a more 
profound and authentic reality was ever to be brought to 
light. 

The douanier Rousseau, who had been discovered several 
years before by Jarry, then became the mock hero of the 
whole Rue Ravignan group. In spite of a ridiculous technical 
clumsiness, there could be perceived in his works an element 
of priceless spontaneity which was absolutely free from any 
superimposed conventionalism. Rousseau’s triumph reached 
its climax with a memorable banquet organized in his honor 
in 1908 within the famous “bateau-lavoir” itself. Elaborate 
and fanciful decorations were put up; numerous guests were 
invited and attended; long speeches were delivered; the wines 
proved abundant and varied; enthusiasm ran high; in short 
nothing was lacking ~ except the food itself, which Picasso 
had forgotten to order for the proper day. . . . 

Yet, though Rousseau might be considered as a sympto- 
matic phenomenon, he was in no sense a master and could 
not possibly be taken as a guide. Among the decisive factors 
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which brought about a crystallization of the existing latent 
tendencies towards a new conception of art, it was perhaps 
the Negro influence which played the most curious and strik- 
ing r 61 e. As early as 1902 little wooden statuettes, crudely 
carved by African natives, had been brought from the French 
colonies of the Ivory Coast and the Congo to Paris, where 
they aroused great interest. Then, about 1907, the fashion 
for Negro art all at once spread like wildfire throughout 
France. The reason for that wave of enthusiasm was not the 
sudden appreciation of a new type of “beauty,” nor was it 
simply the manifestation of an ephemeral taste for a new 
form of exoticism. It was an element perceived in the work 
of the Negroes which had already conferred upon certain 
coarse creations of Jarry and upon the naive images of the 
douanier an inexplicable power of appeal — that is, a direct 
suggestion of the most primitive instincts lying dormant at 
the bottom of our nature. The candid expression of genuine, 
though brutal, sensations and sentiments stirred man in a 
way that was beyond the power of a clever, sophisticated 
technique. So it became obvious that the hard crust of an 
age-old civilization, the thick layer of interpretative notions 
and traditions which intelligence had deposited upon all 
things, was the main obstacle to direct contact with the rich- 
est sources of human inspiration and emotion. 

As they tried to discover how African Negroes were capable 
of conjuring up, through very simple, elementary forms, an 
atmosphere of intense spirituality, the artists of the Rue 
Ravignan were struck by the process of geometrical simplifi- 
cation which was exemplified in practically all of these im- 
ported carvings. They observed that details were either 
omitted entirely or indicated very roughly; only the essential 
features were retained, and they were marked by bold planes, 
bulbous masses, sharp notches, or violent projecting angles. 
Thanks to an almost complete elimination of accidental 



aspects of texture and to the placing of a vigorous emphasis 
- quite intuitively - on structural relations and proportions, 
the Negroes succeeded in suggesting with almost overpower- 
ing force a mysterious order, not thrust upon passive objects 
by an organizing intelligence but existing, as it were, at the 
very core of the things themselves. 

From the same quarter, and at the same time, there came 
also the beginning of a new pictorial method that was to 
revolutionize the whole technique of modern art. Max Jacob 
had a brother who served for a number of years as an official 
in the French colonies of Senegal and the Sudan. One day, 
when on leave in Paris, he produced a portrait of himself 
which had been painted by a native artist in Dakar. The 
worthy Negro, very much impressed by the brass buttons 
glittering on the official’s uniform, had been moved to paint 
them in the form of a semicircle around the head of his model. 

This was the starting point of an animated controversy on 
the Rue Ravignan. The dislocation of the various compo- 
nents of reality and their redistribution in a different order 
had been advocated many a time in literature. Yet in the field 
of painting even the most daring artists had fought shy of 
reconstructing the visible world after the pattern of their 
own personal fancy. Then, in consideration of the Negro’s 
picture of Max Jacob’s brother, the idea was upheld by some 
of the young painters that, since they were admittedly in 
search of means to express forcibly what was truly essential 
in reality, the process of dissociation and recombination was 
legitimate and advisable. Through that process alone, it was 
claimed, could an artist accord a proper place and value — 
as he sensed them by intuition — to elements which, on 
account of their accidental localization, would otherwise be 
bereft of all pungency and significance. 

After indulging in countless discussions, Braque, formerly 
one of the Fatives and now following the lead of Picasso, 



coinposed. a. series of pictures in an entirely new and discon- 
certing style. These pictures were first sent to the Salon 
d’Automne of 1908, later to be withdrawn and placed on 
exhibition in the private gallery of a dealer. Matisse, who 
had viewed the display with great curiosity and some misgiv- 
ings, on meeting the art critic Louis Vauxcelles, tried to ex- 
plain to him the odd technique used by Braque, saying that 
the paintings in question seemed to be made “avec des petits 
cubes.” The name of “Cubists” was soon taken up by the 
general public as the designation of the young painters who 
were exponents of the new tendencies. This name was ac- 
cepted by the painters themselves, in a defiant and challeng- 
ing spirit. 

Indeed, Cubism created a much greater commotion than 
had been previously aroused by Fauvism. Outside the im- 
mediate circle of the Rue Ravignan, however, it found little 
favor at first even with the vanguard artists. The Fauves were 
its bitterest opponents, since they suspected that the rival 
movement was simply an attempt to relegate their own 
audacities to a secondary position of meek and tame conven- 
tionalism. The climax came when a portrait of Guillaume 
Apollinaire by Jean Metzinger was exhibited in 1910. It was 
impossible to find on the canvas, streaked with harsh, crude, 
discordant tones, any resemblance to the familiar, rotund 
silhouette of Apollinaire himself. Nevertheless the picture 
had the force of a manifesto; for weeks friends and enemies 
raved or raged about its import, its implications, and its sig- 
nificance. Many must have been convinced that the new 
doctrine contained an important nucleus of truth, for numer- 
ous regular Fauves, and still more of the very young aritsts 
who were in search of a formula of their own, began, from 
that time on, to join the ranks of the Cubists in ever-increasing 
numbers. 

The general public was still very reticent and puzzled. 



Guillaume Apollinaire and his friends set out to champion 
the cause of these new artistic ideas. A preface, written by 
Apollinaire himself for the catalogue of a Cubist exhibition 
which took place in Brussels in 1911, helped greatly to set 
forth the Cubist problem in comparatively clear terms. Then, 
in spite of much irony and laughter. Cubism became the rage 
- very much as Negro art had been several years before - 
partly, it must be said, because of its novelty, partly on ac- 
count of a mysterious, bizarre, but undeniable charm that it 
evidently possessed. The year 1915 marked the triumph and 
apogee of Cubism in France. Cubist paintings were now 
finding their way into private collections and even into certain 
reputable public galleries; critics were violently taking sides 
in the controversy regarding the new trend in art; Cubist 
doctrines were reviewed, explained, and vehemently dis- 
cussed everywhere. 

The Cubist doctrines, it must be admitted, were on the 
whole more than a little confusing. Among themselves the 
exponents of these doctrines showed considerable divergen- 
cies of temperament and outlook. Moreover, as certain of the 
most gifted Cubist painters were not in the least inclined to 
metaphysical speculation, they were only too glad to have a 
Guillaume Apollinaire or a Max Jacob refer to their work 
with undoubtedly brilliant, though rather fantastic argu- 
ments. Apollinaire, especially, took an evident delight in 
piling up indefatigably ingenious theories on top of crazy, 
breath-taking paradoxes. So it was not always easy to know — 
and perhaps Apollinaire himself did not know exactly - how 
far his sincerity really went, how much he indulged his 
mystifying humor, and to what extent he was himself carried 
away, intoxicated by his own exaltation and eloquence. 

At the bottom of the Cubist movement was an eager and 
fervent desire to penetrate beneath the motley exterior of 
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material appearances and to grasp something of the fun- 
damental substance of reality. After centuries of pointed 
but allegedly frivolous cleverness, poets and artists refused 
to play any longer with words and styles, with colors 
and shapes, merely for the pleasure of the mind or the 
amusement of the eye. They were now taking their 
mission seriously — as younger men will — and they confi- 
dently set out to discover and to reveal the mystic entity of 
nature. 

Strangely enough, their mysticism was blended with a thor- 
oughly mathematical conception of the world. This was to 
some extent the result of their admiration for the more or 
less geometrical technique of Negro carvings. Essentially, 
however, it must be considered as a remnant of the age-old 
reverence for the power of human reasoning. Of all the ele- 
ments of rational thinking, mathematics is by far the most 
abstract, the most speculative, the most ethereal. It is by defi- 
nition utterly free from entanglements and compromises with 
the materialism of life. Even though discursive logic were 
now discredited, the Cubists had little difficulty in persuad- 
ing themselves that pure geometry reflected the basic archi- 
tecture of the universe. An expert accountant, Princet by 
name, who lived in the “bateau-lavoir” on the Rue Ravignan, 
expounded to his friends, the painters, mathematical calcula- 
tions to that end, which very few, if any, of them were capable 
of following, and which probably for this very reason im- 
pressed them all the more. Soon they were convinced that 
by systematic computation and clever combination of circles 
and angles, they would be able to attain the truer reality for 
which they were all longing. The rendering of this deep 
reality embodied in a given object was to be left no longer to 
the vague and uncertain suggestion of lights and shadows; it 
was to be brought out by the compelling figuration of pyra- 
mids, cubes, and cones, enclosing within the compass of their 


Juan Gxis: Portrait of Picasso (1912) 

An effort to grasp the fundamental architec- 
ture of reality 




mathematical properties what was truly essential in its pro- 
found being. 

There was in Cubism, however, much more than merely 
a reduction of volumes and masses to their geometrical frame- 
work, Following the advice of Baudelaire, and Rimbaud, 
and encouraged by the precedent of Negro art, the Cubists 
set out to dislocate the world of appearances, combining the 
dissociated elements according to a new order. This had 
the advantages — now implicitly recognized — of breaking up 
the banal associations that rob every aspect of reality of its in- 
dividual force and of disclosing a view of the transcendental 
that each one of them may hold. The new order was not to 
be determined logically, nor even mathematically, but solely 
by intuition. It was assumed that the intrinsic value of 
things and their proper reciprocal relationship were revealed, 
through some mysterious inward enlightenment, to the poet 
and to the artist alone. 

Here arose a problem of capital importance to modern 
literature and art. Even if the new order be legitimate, nay 
essential, in the mind’s eye of the writer or the painter him- 
self, that order is by no means so evident to the general public, 
normally lacking in that power of mystic insight with which 
artists are supposed to be endowed. Thus a picture may be 
perfectly clear to the one who has composed it consciously 
and yet may present to the layman an insoluble, disconcerting 
riddle. Under certain circumstances, however, the layman 
may perhaps be able to sense by intuition the existence of the 
magic universe in which the artist moves freely, but which is 
irrevocably closed to all others. This partial revelation is 
reserved for those who have something of the poet in them, 
and who need only to be startled out of their usual lethargy 
in order to have their eyes opened to the splendor of the 
infinite. 

This difficulty did not deter the Cubists from the pursuit 



of their aim. Whoever undertakes to tread certain paths to 
which the vulgar have no access must give up all hope of 
being followed by the crowd; and obviously the domain of 
the ideal cannot be thrown open indiscriminately to one and 
all. But is it not enough that some at least are enabled to 
atch a glimpse of the forbidden realm from which otherwise 
they would be for ever excluded? The Cubist paintings, 
bright with the effulgence of a world beyond our common 
knowledge, were able - so at least thought their creators — to 
arouse an enraptured response in the souls of the privileged 
few who held within themselves a spark of the sublime. So 
the devotees of the new art, heedless of vulgar misunder- 
standing, went on painting as though with eyes fixed on a 
particular object, yet, through that model, gazing upon the 
infinite itself. As Guillaume Apollinaire said: “L’art des 
peintres nouveaux prend I’univers infini comme idfol” (i). 

The principle of systematic dissociation of the elements of 
the universe, while helping to reveal the deep, mysterious 
essence of things, also provided the Cubist painters with a 
practical means of rendering them in their absolute totality. 
Artists in the past had been compelled by convention to con- 
fine themselves within the focal limits of perspective. For 
instance, an artist of the old school who took a vase as a model 
had to leave completely out of his picture, say, a handle, if 
that handle were outside his field of vision from the particular 
viewpoint he had happened to select. Similarly he was obliged 
to represent the opening of the vase as an oval, because the 
laws of perspective ordained that that opening, when seen 
from a certain angle, had an oblong and flattened shape. 
Now the neglected handle was certainly an integral part of 
the vase as a whole, and the opening was in fact circular and 
not oval at all. Any artist really anxious to give more than 

(i) Guillaume Apollinaire, II y a .. . (Paris: A. Messein, 1925), pp. 

140-141. 



an ephemeral and superficial view of reality would balk at 
the necessity of such arbitrary and incongruous omissions. 
The Cubist painter felt free to turn his model around, to 
examine and study it from every possible angle; then he 
would account for all the main features, grouping side by 
side on his canvas the various elements that his intuition had 
recognized as really essential, regardless of their accidental 
position in space but in accordance with a truer arrange- 
ment determined by his own deeper instinct. 

The simultaneous juxtaposition in the same picture of 
aspects which can only be perceived successively in time was 
not altogether an innovation in the history of painting. Dur- 
ing the Middle Ages it was not unusual to behold, all in one 
composition, illustrating, for instance, the life of a saint, first 
perhaps the spectacle of the saint undergoing picturesque 
maceration in solitude, then the scene of his trial before a 
wicked judge, and then the gruesome display of his martyr- 
dom; he might even sometimes be shown performing a few 
edifying miracles after his death. . . . Far from being dis- 
turbed by this bringing together of widely distant occur- 
rences, our candid ancestors felt that they could apprehend 
the spirit of sainthood much better in this way than if intelli- 
gence had sliced their pious sentiment into a succession of 
disconnected pictures. Indeed each scene acquired its full 
force and significance only in conjunction with and in rela- 
tion to all the others. Each picture, considered separately, 
could at best be only a more or less skillfully wrought image; 
when all of them were seen at a glance they had the value of 
a composite symbol, evoking mystically a lofty religious ideal. 

This spirit of idealism, which came to the Primitifs spon- 
taneously and without effort, the Cubists strove consciously 
and laboriously to re-aeate. They were fully aware of the 
intervening rationalistic evolution that would have to be 
eradicated. They realized the extent of the inevitable saai- 



fice: they were prepared to reject all the intellectual and 
technical advances achieved in the field of painting since the 
Renaissance. As rationalistic methods had only led ulti- 
mately to the parceling out of the world into stale and 
spiritless fragments, their discard was not a very high price to 
pay in order to recapture a sense of the totality of the universe 
and to resume close contact with a sublime spiritual entity. 

A few characteristics of reality, such as color, line, and 
mass, had, it is true, been rendered by the old traditional art 
with commendable accuracy. The Cubists scorned these as 
the coarse, obvious, hackneyed properties of nature; they 
preferred to devote themselves entirely to the evocation of 
nature’s most elusive and ineffable attributes. So, in painting 
a vase, they would pay scant attention to formal outline but 
concentrate their efforts on the suggestion of iridescent trans- 
parency. When trying to express the charm of a woman, they 
sought to capture not the exact shade of her hair but rather 
its undulating quality; not the rich and firm substance of her 
contour but the graceful sweep of her alluring suppleness. 
In their view, the essentials of our world consisted of rare 
subtleties, hardly perceptible to our senses, unanalyzable by 
intelligence, almost evanescent and nebulous. 

Most of the earlier painters had simply overlooked these 
impalpable elements, which they were powerless to grasp and 
to analyze. That is why seemingly accurate representations 
of objective models so often appear to us lifeless and dull. 
The Cubists never attempted to give an accurate representa- 
tion of any object whatsoever; but by means of equivalents 
and analogies they endeavored to impart a spiritual vibration 
suggestive of the most intimate and secret characteristics of 
nature. So when they contended, before a nonplused or 
derisive public, that their incomprehensible pictures were 
truer to reality than those of more conventional artists, they 
were in a way undoubtedly right; but they referred to a reality 



different from that which we apprehend through our senses, 
a reality that can be perceived only by intuitive vision and 
which therefore always appears to the common people as 
chimerical and fabulous. 

Becoming more and more preoccupied with the expression 
of abstract qualities, the Cubists derived increasing satisfac- 
tion from the force of spiritual energy involved in that 
expression. After all, the intrinsic form of a vase and even 
the charm of a particular woman do not hold as a rule an 
overpowering and universal interest. But the magic flash 
that lights up the communication of their essence may arouse 
in some cases a curious exaltation of brief but miraculous 
intensity. It was soon found out that any too precise refer- 
ence either to the form of the vase or to the person of the 
woman weighed down the spirit and all but paralyzed the 
faculty for uplifting enthusiasm. The main thing was evi- 
dently a mysterious current passing directly from the artist 
into the soul of the sympathetic onlooker. Thus it appeared 
that the value of a work of art depended much less upon the 
subject treated than on the potential magnetism issuing from 
the individuality of its creator. So Cubism, which at first 
represented a passionate and sincere quest for the profound 
essence of things, progressively discovered that whatever the 
artist could grasp of that essence was of little worth compared 
to the absolutely priceless outpouring of the spirit from the 
deepest recesses of man’s fundamental vitality. 

This seemingly unimportant shifting of accentuation in 
the relative scale of their interests was to have the most 
ominous consequences for the Cubists. They came to con- 
sider their art very much in the nature of an incantation 
whose strength lay in its power of enchantment, regardless of 
its original signification. The geometrical figures which had 
been at first worshiped because they were said to express the 
very architecture of the world were now enjoyed not for any 



spiritual meaning that might accrue to them but for them- 
selves alone. 

They were not, however, appreciated for their ornamen- 
tal value, for the Cubists of this period vehemently repudiated 
any interest whatever in decorative art. The Cubist atti- 
tude towards forms was not unlike that of Mallarm^ towards 
words. For Mallarm^ words had a power independent of 
their general acceptation, and that power came from the 
poetical radiation emanating from their syllables. In a similar 
manner, the Cubists considered volume and shape much less 
as functions of the object they were supposed to stand for 
than from the point of view of their innate power of mystic 
suggestion. More and more unmindful of the too remote and 
elusive soul of the universe, fascinated by the entrancing ex- 
perience of the transfer of psychic revelation, their art tended 
gradually towards a pictorial lyricism, devoid of any precise 
significance, yet apable of stirring up intense feeling in those 
who could attune themselves to their bizarre mode of per- 
sonal expression. 

The result was that Cubism, which had been originally 
constructed upon a mathematical, or pseudo-mathematical, 
basis, came closely to resemble music, whose strains may sig- 
nify nothing definite and yet move us to the depths. Guil- 
laume Apollinaire clearly indicated this unexpected turn 
which the Cubist theories had taken when he said: “We are 
drifting towards an entirely new art which will stand in rela- 
tion to painting, as hitherto regarded, just as music stands 
in relation to literature” (2). 

The evolution of Cubism from a mathematical computa- 
tion to something like a musical mood was not accepted by 
all the artists to the same extent, nor was it followed at the 
same pace. When after a few years the most revolutionizing 
conclusions had been reached by the boldest of them, many 

{i)llya p. 135. 



others, not sharing their views altogether, felt the necessity 
of asserting their own personal standpoint. Cubism then 
branched out into several subdivisions; it has even become 
customary of late to distinguish between scientific Cubism, 
Orphic Cubism, physical Cubism, and instinctive Cubism. 

Scientific Cubism to the last remained faithful to the origi- 
nal tendency of the movement, trying systematically to reduce 
the whole of nature to mathematical relations and propor- 
tions. The most arresting of its theories is the contention 
that the great masters of the past were, so to speak, and of 
course unwittingly. Cubists. The scientific Cubists set them- 
selves to “decompose” the best-known masterpieces of Leo- 
nardo da Vinci, Raphael, Michelangelo, and others into 
geometrical figures, conclusively demonstrating that practi- 
cally all these paintings could indeed be divided into regular 
sets of triangles, spheres, spirals, and pyramids. They pre- 
tended — perhaps not without reason — that a great deal of 
the charm of these celebrated works comes from the uncon- 
scious perception by our eyes of delicately balanced, yet 
mathematically perfect relations between their elements. 

Orphic Cubism tended towards a much more elevated, 
mystic, and ambitious cult. According to the old Greek 
legend, Orpheus enchanted all that came within sound of 
his lyre — men, animals, plants, even stones. Orphic Cubists 
refused to recognize the conventional division of the uni- 
verse into separate units and assumed that they could draw 
the whole psychic content of the world into an ecstatic com- 
munion of universal consciousness. 

Physical Cubism, in spite of its misleading name, went a 
step further in the way of idealism and sought to do away 
entirely with the elements of common reality that the other 
Cubists still consented to borrow from nature. In their 
ardent desire to communicate with the spirit alone, and to be 
unencumbered by material implications of any sort, the 



physical Cubists were ready to create out of their own minds 
even the physical objects to which a painter must of necessity 
have recourse as a basis for his message. While the work of 
other Cubist painters still retained fragments of natural 
shapes, combined, it is true, according to the imagination of 
the artists themselves, these rabid idealists attempted to draw 
forms and figures derived from the depths of their conscious- 
ness — thus paving the way for the daring attempts of more 
recent artists. 

As the Cubist theories had been elaborated mainly by 
clever and subtle poets, many young painters who were 
entirely lacking in metaphysical training failed to understand 
the purport of the doctrines of the school. Yet certain of them 
produced authentic Cubist pictures. It was disconcerting, if 
not humiliating, for the pure theorists to observe that some 
of the best Cubist pictures — those with the highest power of 
mystic suggestion - came from these ignorant artists. Fortu- 
nately, since Bergson had rehabilitated instinct, assigning that 
formerly despised faculty its place as a means of transcendental 
insight, it was possible, without any disparaging implication, 
to designate their work by the honorable title of “instinctive 
Cubism.” 

This fourfold division provides a convenient, though rather 
artificial method of classifying the various trends in the Cubist 
doctrines. In point of fact, the fundamental divergencies in 
the outlook of the Cubist painters seem to have sprung from 
more deeply rooted differences of temperament and charac- 
ter. These divergencies were not very noticeable at the 
beginning of the movement, when all the young artists fought 
shoulder to shoulder for the right to express their common 
ideal after their own fashion. However, as each painter at- 
tempted to define his own personal conception of that ideal 
and tried as far as possible to attain its complete fulfillment, 
it became obvious that the original background of the various 



individuals was the cause of their considerable differences in 
outlook. 

Among the Cubists there was a large proportion of artists 
of foreign birth, and Spaniards such as Pablo Picasso and 
Juan Gris, owing to their personal ascendency, soon assumed 
a distinct position of leadership. On the other hand, the 
French, who constituted numerically the most important 
fraction within the whole group, from the very start brought 
forward and imposed upon the movement certain definitely 
French ways of considering both reality and art. The result 
was that two separate currents developed and ran side by side, 
sometimes mingling with one another, it is true, and by no 
means strictly confined within sharply drawn lines of na- 
tional distinctiveness, yet certainly at variance spiritually, 
and even markedly dissimilar in their artistic technique. 

The French, perhaps on account of their atavistic rever- 
ence for reason and reality, generally showed , themselves 
reluctant to give up altogether the world of external appear- 
ances and its time-honored intellectual framework. They 
insisted more urgently than their foreign associates upon the 
geometrical basis of the Cubist theories. It seemed to them 
that, through the mathematical proportions of their figures, 
they were saving something at least of the forms of reality 
and the mental categories habitual to man. Their paintings 
represented a compromise between the ideal they carried 
deep in their souls and the shapes which they saw with their 
own eyes, and which they were loath to exclude from the 
field of their spiritual vision. 

In consequence, their technique, bearing the mark of an 
uncertain, intermediate position between two antagonistic 
concepts, was often hazy, indistinct, and characterized by 
light, soft tones and blurred outlines. Roger de La Fresnaye, 
Andre Lhote, Jean Metzinger, Marie Laurencin, and Le 
Fauconnier were the best known representatives of that par- 



ticular tendency in Cubism. To most of them, Cubism has 
represented only one phase in the development of their re- 
spective careers; indeed, even while strongly emphasizing 
the value of geometrical relations in painting, they never 
found in them enough substance to satisfy their inborn crav- 
ing for consistency and solidity, nor sufficient inward fulfill- 
ment to justify the utter disregard of the testimony of our 
senses. So after a conscientious and sincere attempt at assimi- 
lation, they were among the first to look beyond Cubism for 
a more satisfactory means of expressing their aspirations and 
desires. 

The Spaniards were not impeded by any such inveterate 
scruples. The latent but intense mysticism of their race in- 
clined them, on the contrary, to consider Cubism essentially 
as a means of passionate interpretation of a sublime idea. 
They accepted geometrical forms as the foundation of the 
new art, but they looked upon these as a kind of springboard 
from which they could bound upwards and reach an even 
higher spiritual plane. Insensibly they deflected Cubism 
from its original purpose — the precise investigation of a 
fundamental reality — and turned it into an endeavor to soar 
indefinitely towards supreme, immaterial spheres. Picasso 
and Juan Gris were followed in this direction by the Polish 
painter Marcoussis, and also by certain French artists such 
as Georges Braque and Albert Gleizes, who were apparently 
fascinated by the attraction of the dizzy heights which they all 
dreamed of ascending. 

’ Their technique, in contrast to that of the preceding group, 
was violent and incisive, their colors harsh and crude, their 
outlines always clear-cut and sharp. Indeed their pictures did 
not represent the meeting point of an inward vision and an 
external world: they expressed purely and simply the ideal 
of the artist’s soul, without the interference or intrusion of 
outside objects and shapes. Their work represented Cubism 
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Evolution of Cubism towards the rendering 
of abstract qualities 




in its purest form, and under their progressively increasing 
influence, Cubism became even more ethereal and abstract. 
Finally it lost every trace of the substance it had hitherto 
secretly retained, and, on being thus emptied of all material 
content, it dwindled to a sublimated, dreamlike conception 
of fantastic forms devoid of any solid earthly signification. 

After reaching this sublimated stage, Cubism began to 
wane and rapidly lost its influence as a school. It has been 
said sometimes that the end of Cubism was caused by the 
first World War. The war undoubtedly brought about moral 
and material changes that disorganized and disintegrated the 
particular environment in which Cubism had developed and 
flourished. But the aspirations which had given birth to the 
movement were not by any means destroyed. If anything, 
they were fortified and intensified by the new trend of events; 
in fact, after a temporary eclipse, they were soon to reappear 
with added strength and very much increased prestige. 

That Cubism itself passed so quickly from the scene was 
mainly because the solutions it had propounded were found 
to be inadequate for its general purpose. The hastily adopted 
pictorial process, which consisted in reducing the whole 
universe to its geometrical skeleton, proved to be the greatest 
weakness of a school whose scope went far beyond the limits 
of a particular technical mode of painting. As a matter of 
fact, all the mathematical theories put forward by the Cubists 
turned out to be quite unsound on actual application. The 
Cubist painters had no profound or solid mathematical knowl- 
edge; they never strove for mathematical precision and 
accuracy. It has not been difficult to demonstrate that their 
pretended geometrical framework of the world was nought 
but an accumulation of more or less regular forms, imposed 
one upon the other without fundamental justification. No 
sincere man could delude himself very long into believing 
that he could thus capture the “essence of the universe.” 



Indeed the most sincerely and deeply convinced among the 
Cubists did not care to dwell rigorously upon the value of 
their method; they were inclined to emphasize rather what 
was in their view the true aim of the school, the search for an 
absolute. Becoming less and less able to adapt their technique 
to their aspirations, they drifted insensibly into an increas- 
ingly abstract and mystic conception of their art. Thus was 
brought about a curious dissociation between the technical 
practice of the artist and his original, inspiring thought. 

The geometrical forms on which the Cubists had at first 
founded their hopes and which had appealed so forcibly to 
the imagination of the public continued to exhibit an exist- 
ence of their own. As the Cubists had accurately perceived — 
though they may have exaggerated the bearing of their dis- 
covery — these forms contained in themselves something of 
the profound substance of terrestrial things. Even when no 
longer endowed with the wealth of meaning that the early 
Cubists had wanted them to express, they retained a certain 
charm and appeal, bound up, as it were, in their very being. 
That intrinsic charm, completely independent of any mystic 
conception of the universe, found a practical application at 
the hands of certain artists for purely ornamental purposes. 
Two painters, Fernand Leger and Robert Delaunay, are 
mainly responsible for this evolution of Cubism towards 
decorative art. It was through their initiative and example 
that, from the time of the first World War, but especially 
during the post-war period, figurations of square blocks, bare 
surfaces, pyramids, spheres, and truncated cones invaded the 
domains of the designer of furniture, the interior decorator, 
and the commercial artist. The sharp, angular, plain lines, 
typical of “modernistic” art, are a direct heritage of the 
Cubist technique. Indeed, when this new fashion attained 
its climax about the year i 925 > true Cubism was already dead. 
Its vestiges were at that time - and are still to a certain extent 



Nous ne sommes pas vos ennemis 

Nous voulons vous donner de vastes et d’etranges domaines 

Ou le mystere en fleurs s’offre k qui veut le cueillir 

II y a la des feux nouveaux des couleurs jamais vues 

Mille phantasmes imponderables 

Auxquels il faut donner de la realite 


Pitie pour nous qui combattons toujours aux frontieres 

De rillimite et de I’avenir 

Pitie pour nos erreurs pitie pour nos peches (i 6 ). 

Next to Guillaume Apollinaire, the most important of the 
Cubist writers is undoubtedly Max Jacob. Although Jacob 
possessed neither the personal magnetism nor the philosophi- 
cal aptitude of the leader of the school, he attracted nearly as 
much attention from the general public on account of his 
exalted mysticism, which in his case was curiously blended 
with a thoroughly simian extravagance. 

Max Jacob came of a modest but thriving Jewish family 
living in Quimper, a small town in Brittany. His father did 
a good business in a small clothing and antique shop, while 
upstairs romped and frolicked a swarm of noisy and unruly 
children. In this lively and on the whole normal environ- 
ment, young Max Jacob, born on July ii, 1876, was pro- 
iCundly unhappy. Of course he received his share of teasing 
from hisiSfothers and sisters and perhaps somewhat more 
than his share of punishment from his mother, who was not 
a miracle of calm forbearance. The neurotic child dramatized 
these incidents into imaginary tortures. Three times he 
attempted to commit suicide. It is, indeed, not always easy 
to discern in Max Jacob’s behavior how much is sincere and 
how much mere acting; yet his whole attitude during his 
childhood seems to indicate that he was suffering acutely — 
though without apparent cause - and that, in his despair, he 
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was often seized by a frenzy of destruction which he even 
sometimes turned against himself. 

One of the main reasons for the boy’s unbalanced outlook 
seems to have been the utter lack of any form of spiritual 
idealism in his education. His parents had given up the 
practice of the Hebraic religion altogether, living them- 
selves and bringing up their children as atheists. Probably 
without being himself aware of it, Max Jacob must have 
craved an inspiration which he did not find at home. He did 
not find that inspiration at school either. There, in spite of 
his application and his cleverness, he did not distinguish 
himself particularly among his schoolmates. For a while, he 
took refuge in a chimeric world of his own creation, the ele- 
ments of which were drawn from the works of Edgar Allan 
Poe, from the fantastic tales of E. T. A. Hoffman, and also, it 
must be said, from the unexpurgated text of the Arabian 
Nights. But this was only a temporary escape from his be- 
setting difficulties. 

When at the age of eighteen he had to make definite plans 
for his future, he decided to go to Paris to enter the Ecole 
Coloniale, where the regular French colonial administrators 
are trained. Max Jacob was attracted much less by the 
prospect of an administrative career than by the glamor 
remote and mysterious lands beyond the sea^ 4jhkh 1 
would color with all the magnificent hues of a vivid im- 
agination. He was still enveloped in a haze of exotic con- 
templation when he was brutally awakened by the neces- 
sity of doing his military service. He found the crudeness of 
the barracks most unpleasant and even painful; but after six 
weeks, much to his own relief and that of his instructors, he 
was declared unfit for service on account of general debility 
and allowed to return home. 

Back in Quimper again, the inevitable crisis was precipi- 
tated. The young man obviously indulged in vague but 



irrepressible aspirations which could not be satisfied within 
the framework of a well-regulated practical existence. These 
aspirations were now struggling for an outlet in one direction 
or another. Within his home, Max Jacob brought all his 
family to the verge of hysterical exasperation by hammering 
out the symphonies of Beethoven on the piano with merciless 
enthusiasm. At the same time he went into ecstasies over the 
beauty of the Breton landscape and announced that his 
vocation was to be a painter, much to the dismay of his 
father, who could see no tangible profit in art. Finally Max 
ran away from home, after surreptitiously purloining from 
a drawer a few francs that his thrifty mother had saved. 

Back in Paris, his first step was to hand in his formal resig- 
nation to the director of the Ecole Coloniale. Then followed 
years of trial and misery, which were all the more distressing 
for him because he had no guide to follow in the quest of his 
own soul. At first he attempted to join a well-known school 
of painting, but his shabby and puny appearance brought on 
him such scornful remarks on the part of masters and stu- 
dents alike — one of them even asking him if he had come to 
sell pencils or shoe-laces — that he withdrew immediately, 
overcome with humiliation and bitterness. For a while he 
managed to eke out a living as a piano accompanist to an 
^'i:aii^-i<ir£ss attempting to become a grand opera singer. 
But even that resource came to an end. 

Upon the advice of a practical-minded acquaintance, he 
set himself up as an art critic. At once he met with unquali- 
fied success. For several months Max Jacob went about im- 
portantly, interviewing painters and visiting galleries, with 
a black frock coat, a monocle and a top hat. Then suddenly 
and impulsively he threw off this bluff and sham, and, caring 
little for recognition and reward, resumed his quest for that 
truth which alone could satisfy his innate sincerity. 

Still painting and writing at random without master or 



method, though always in dead earnest, he went through a 
gamut of bizarre jobs in the course of a few years, being in 
turn cabinetmaker, lawyer’s clerk, shop assistant, secretary to 
a rich philanthropist, tutor, and at last — as he himself puts 
it - nursemaid. There would have been an element of 
tragedy in these circumstances had not Jacob — perhaps as a 
kind of defense reaction — hastened to turn all his misadven- 
tures into droll and absurd comedies. It was in the midst of 
this erratic and disjointed existence that he had his first and 
only serious love affair. A certain Madame Pfeipfer, who was 
nineteen and gay, cast a benevolent eye upon the eager and 
ardent young man. Their liaison abounded in comical epi- 
sodes, as the lover, who was anything but physically impres- 
sive, assumed the character of a redoubtable bandit in order 
to terrify the jealous but timorous husband and his friends. 
After a few months, however, he and his ladylove parted 
company without heartbreak, for Max Jacob was yearning 
for something higher than a banal sentimental attachment. 

His friendship with Picasso, which has already been re- 
ferred to, helped him greatly towards a realization of his 
latent potentialities. At the beginning of their acquaintance, 
in 1901, it was Max Jacob who gave comfort and assistance 
to the struggling Spaniard, even sharing his extremely modest 
lodging with him for a while. Gradually, however,-it feUT^** 
Picasso, who was by far the stronger of the two, to encourage 
his oversensitive companion in his many hours of despond- 
ency and gloom. Picasso seems to have been the first to 
perceive the true originality of his friend’s mind, and he 
repeated to him constantly: “Tu es le seul poete de 
repoque”(i7). 

Subsequently Picasso went on a visit to Spain. When he 
came back to Paris in 1904, he found Max Jacob completely ' 

(17) Robert Guiette, “Vie de Max Jacob," La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise, 
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discouraged by his failure to accomplish anything worth 
while. All else having disappointed him, he was striving 
pathetically to attain at least a modicum of worldly respect- 
ability. Indignantly Picasso exclaimed, “Qu’est-ce que c’est 
que cette existence? . . . Vis comme les poetes!” (i8) ~ and 
Max Jacob’s life forthwith took a new turn. 

That same year Picasso had established himself in the 
“bateau-lavoir,” No. 13 Rue Ravignan. Max Jacob followed 
him to the same street, renting a room close by at No. 7. 
There Jacob passed the truly heroic period of his life. He 
soon met and appreciated Guillaume Apollinaire; Andre 
Salmon came to be one of his most intimate friends. But 
above all he found in Cubism an echo of his own fervent 
inward longings. He contributed personally to the forma- 
tion of the Cubist theories, and his room in time became the 
center of motley gatherings where the spirit of Montmartre 
found perhaps its most definite and striking expression. 

This room — Max Jacob’s only room — opening on to an 
inner court as narrow and as deep as a well, was so dark that 
an oil lamp had to be kept burning even in the middle of the 
day. It was at once sordid and yet curiously tidy. Placed 
neatly side by side on a shelf were an old chipped cup, a 
washing basin, and an empty sardine can in which he used to 
% eg§;.<IImre were no window curtains, but the layer of 
&irt on the window-pane was thick enough to ensure com- 
plete privacy. The confined air held the effluvia of petroleum, 
frankincense, and stale tobacco — also of the ether in which 
Max Jacob found comfort and inspiration. On the walls were 
scribbled esoteric formulae and fantastic drawings, for Jacob, 
in his search for an unknown Absolute, had become an adept 
in occultism. Further he became thoroughly versed in phre- 
nology, astrology, palmistry, and even cartomancy. Many 
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came to consult him, for he was always ready to interrupt his 
own work in order to tell the fortune of anyone who called, 
whether a friend in trouble, a superstitious artist, or simply 
a gossip of the neighborhood. 

Every Monday evening he held regular receptions which 
the Cubist Bohemians attended in large numbers. Then 
Max Jacob was seen at his best, reciting poetry or showing 
his latest pictures, always nervous and fidgety, but elaborately 
courteous and supremely entertaining. His lean frame was 
clad in bizarre clothes from the family shop in Quimper, but 
the attention of his guests was soon concentrated on his eager 
face, with its long curved nose, bluish cheeks, and piercing 
eyes beneath an expanse of shiny bald pate. He could talk 
endlessly on almost any question, stringing together amazing 
collections of words with inexhaustible volubility. His comic 
verve was prodigious. He jumped from one subject to am 
other, finding a ludicrous side to the most banal anecdotes 
and in the commonest occurrences a pretext for his sarcasm. 
He made fun of everything and everybody, including him- 
self; the only one he respected was Picasso, his friend. Ges- 
ticulating, now with the effrontery of a monkey, now with 
the burlesque of a clown, he kept his audience constantly 
amused and laughing. 

Nevertheless there was clearly perceptible in the man a 
profoundly honest and earnest quality, in a way almo^^ 
ascetic and monachal. Though by no means a puritan, he 
gave little attention to women. Constantly, however, he 
opened his heart to children and to all those who were in 
distress or suffering. Whenever he was able to earn a little 
money ~ by selling one of his water-colors, for instance — the 
greater part of it went in discreet almsgiving to people more 
miserable than himself. His caustic remarks and ludicrous 
grimaces probably constituted only an instinctive protest both 
against a world which denied him the fulfillment of his 



aspirations and against himself; for he was still yearning 
sincerely for something infinite, yet he fell extremely far 
short of his own lofty ideal. His curiosity about occult sci- 
ences, his weakness for ether, his enthusiasm for Cubism 
were but indirect means of attaining to the realm which was 
beyond the reach of his reason or his senses. 

Suddenly the long-hoped-for illumination came. On the 
evening of September 22, 1909, as Max Jacob was returning 
from the Biblioth^ue Nationale to his room on the Rue 
Ravignan, there appeared to him what he took to be an en- 
trancing supernatural vision of the Deity Himself. He has 
recorded this overwhelming experience in burning terms of 
ecstatic exaltation: “Ma chair est tombee par terre! j’ai ete 
deshabille par la foudre! Oh! imperissable seconde! oh! 
veritel veritel larmes de la verite! joie de la verite! inoubliable 
verite! Le Corps Cdeste est sur le mur de la pauvre cham- 
bre!” (19) The day after, still wild with excitement, he rushed 
to a church asking to be baptized at once. A jovial priest, 
suspecting one of his usual antics, laughed at what he thought 
to be merely a jest, and, self-consciously, the little Jewish 
convert withdrew. 

He then embarked on a most extraordinary mode of exist- 
ence. Neither ether nor occultism nor Cubism was aban- 
doned, but they became absorbed, integrated, as it were, 
within the compass of his Christian mystic revelation. Under 
*,the influence of ether, he felt he could converse with angels. 
The practice of spiritism, he was sure, brought him into 
"'^mmunion with the blessed souls of the departed. Cubism 
him was but a means of evoking graphically a supreme 
. igious ideal. Soon he fell to prophesying. He went regu- 
.rly to the Church of the Sacred Heart in Montmartre, pray- 
ing aloud night and day; much to the dismay of his friends, 

(19) Max Jacob, “La R^v^lation," La Defense de Tartufe (Paris: So- 
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he often experienced, even in public, spectacular outbursts 
of tearful ecstasy. 

Max Jacob’s sincere mysticism did not, however, eliminate 
the grotesque clowning which had been for so many years a 
part of his personality. His character was now set, and even 
a change in spiritual outlook could not modify its essential 
nature. Certain of his declarations contain a strange mixture 
of a profound Christian religiosity with a curious emtional- 
ism and cunning. In explaining how he could extract from 
God forgiveness of his sins, he said: “If I have sinned horribly 
on a certain day, then on the following day ... I choke, I 
sob, I cry, I beat my face, my breast, my limbs, my hands; 

I bleed, I make the sign of the cross with my blood, with my 
tears. In the end God is taken in” (20). He carried his 
proselytism enthusiastically into tlie most unexpected situa- 
tions and places. Once in a cabaret in Montmartre he under- 
took to convert a lady of light virtue — until her “protector,” 
a huge fierce-looking Negro, stepped in and, seizing Max 
Jacob’s thumbs, broke them both with a sudden jerk. 

In spite of such misadventures Max Jacob now experienced, 
with a feeling of complete inward fulfillment of his aspira- 
tions, the urgent desire to communicate his message more 
effectively. As early as 1904 he had written two long tales for 
children, Le Roi Kaboul et le marmiton Gauvin and Le 
Giant du soleil, which had attracted the attention of a few~- 
connoisseurs. But it was only after his mystic illumination 
that his career as a writer really began. A Jewish picture 
dealer, Kahnweiler by name, about to start a publishing 
enterprise in addition to his art gallery, asked Max Jacob to 
submit the manuscript of a book. Max Jacob gave him 
Saint Matorel (1909). Saint Matorel traced the life of an 
imaginary saint bearing a striking similarity to the person 

(so) Quoted by H. Fabureau, Max Jacob (Paris: Nouvelle Revue 
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of the author himself. This was soon afterwards followed by 
Les (Euvres mystiques et burlesques de Frere Matorel (1911), 
in which were collected most of the poems written by Jacob 
in preceding years. Finally came a play, Le Siege de Jeru- 
salem, grande tentation celeste de Saint Matorel (1912). 
About this time he also composed a series of poems, allegedly 
translations of old Breton folk songs; these appeared under 
the title ol La Cote (1913). 

These productions brought to Max Jacob wide recognition 
— and prosperity. He did not leave Montmartre, however, 
nor his room on the Rue Ravignan, nor did he change 
immediately his eccentric ways of living. His odd manners 
contributed almost as much as his talent to make him popular 
and welcome in the fashionable salons of the capital. Once 
more he went about with his top hat, being now the qualified 
and official representative of Cubist literature in society. 
Meanwhile Montmartre was slowly losing its old appeal, and 
Max Jacob, who had not so long ago written on the walls of 
his room the motto *'Ne jamais aller a Montparnasse,” was 
now to be seen from time to time at the “Deux Magots.” . . . 

The World War at first made but little impression on Max 
Jacob, still lost in his mystic rapture. On December 17, 1914, 
he had a second vision similar to that of 1909; on Febru- 
ary 18, 1915, he succeeded at long last in receiving baptism, 
having Pablo Picasso himself for a godfather! He then wrote, 
in the most typical Cubist idiom, a collection of autobio- 
graphical poems, Le Cornet d des (1917), and he gave an ac- 
count of his religious experiences in La Defense de Tartufe, 
extases, remords, visions, prieres, poemes et meditations d'un 
Juif converti (1919). 

The post-war period placed Max Jacob in an awkward 
and equivocal situation. He had left the Rue Ravignan, 
which was now completely deserted by artists, and very soon 
he had to abandon Montmartre altogether, as it was swamped 
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by foreign tourists. He had become, especially since the 
death of Guillaume Apollinaire, one of the recognized and 
best-qualified exponents of advanced literary doctrines in 
France. As he had found his “Truth,” however, he could 
not be in complete harmony with a bewildered new genera- 
tion still groping for a personal conception of life. Yet the 
new generation was taking full advantage of the ground won 
previously by the Cubists and was progressing along very 
similar lines; moreover, Max Jacob could not but feel sin- 
cerely sympathetic towards efforts which were identical in 
spirit with what his own had been just a few years before. 
So there was more than one connecting link between them, 
after all; for a while the influence of the new-fangled “Dada- 
ism” was clearly noticeable in certain of his works, such as 
Le Cinematoma (1920) and Le Laboratoire central (1921). 

Nevertheless, Max Jacob must have realized that he was no 
longer in the van of the forward-marching host. Secretly he 
wanted to withdraw from a world that was outdistancing him 
at an ever-increasing pace. In 1921, after an automobile acci- 
dent which resulted in his spending several weeks in a hos- 
pital, he decided to retire and meditate in peace. He repaired 
to the small village of Saint-Benoit-sur-Loire, not far from 
Orl&ns, and stayed there for seven years, taking up his abode 
first at the parsonage and later with the custodian of an old 
deserted monastery dating back to the time of the Merovin- 
gian kings. When his friends from Paris came occasionally 
to visit him, he took special pleasure in guiding them through 
the gardens and the monastic cells, always carrying with him 
an enormous, jingling bunch of keys. When alone, he spent 
much of his time in devout meditation, the rest in painting 
water-colors or in writing indefatigably. There he composed 
numerous works: his poetical testament, Art poetique (1922); 
long novels like Le Terrain Bouchaballe (1923) and Filibuth 
ou la montre en or (1923); edifying pamphlets such as 



L’Homme de chair et I'homme reflet (1924); and also poems, 
perhaps less edifying, such as Visions infernales (1924). 

Gradually, however, he seems to have tired of this solitary, 
monachal retreat, and in 1928 he returned to Paris. He is 
still living there, apparently content, though to some extent 
forgotten. He goes nearly every day to Montmartre, but now 
only to pray at the Basilica of the Sacred Heart (2 1). 

The works of Max Jacob do not present the same consist- 
ency and harmonious development as those of Guillaume 
Apollinaire. This is probably due chiefly to the fundamental 
instability of the former, who for many years was a true “wan- 
dering Jew” with an undefined ideal, in quest of a goal which 
he could not himself determine, dabbling in everything, 
leaving his mark everywhere, exploring alternately the most 
grandiose and the most grotesque aspects of existence, often 
weary and despondent, yet sustained in his search by an in- 
vincible pertinacity. In his case, however, obstinacy was not 
synonymous with patience. Dejected on account of his re- 
peated failures to attain his goal, neurotic and unbalanced, 
he curiously combined a persistent enthusiasm for the sublime 
with a concentrated fury against a disappointing reality. 

In this blending of idealism and subversive madness - 
which is by no means exceptional among those of his race — 
the desire for destruction was at first sight the most evident 
feature. It was probably reinforced by the inward dissatisfac- 
tion prevailing among certein groups of young men at that 
period; it was in perfect alignment with the program of the 
Cubists, who wanted to make a clean sweep of the past. The 
corrosive irony of Max Jacob was directed not only against a 
few outmoded forms of culture but against the whole world, 
including himself. In particular he seems to have set himself 
to revile and destroy everything that was noble and respected 

(ai)It has been reported that Max Jacob has lately gone back to his 
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in man; personally assuming the r 61 e of universal buffoon, he 
played the part with an alarming naturalness. 

He ridiculed indisaiminately all the concepts and senti- 
ments for which every normal Frenchman entertains an 
avowed or a secret reverence. The stateliness of classical an- 
tiquity, the moral standards of mediaeval chivalry, the 
prestige of towering literary reputations, the emotion of love, 
the imperious categories of rational thinking, all served in- 
differently as targets for his incessant sarcasms. The process 
he employed most frequently in order to bring discredit on 
the various forms of reality was that of systematic parody. 
By mimicking in a ludicrous manner the most respected fea- 
tures of our world, he made it impossible for one to take 
seriously the original models of his grotesque imitations. At 
the basis of his caricatural displays was a most distressing 
postulate, namely, that the world as it appears to us is just as 
absurd as the preposterous representations offered by Max 
Jacob. It was therefore unnecessary to try to distinguish the 
former from the latter, and they might well be relegated 
together to the domain of absolute inanity. 

This was achieved to a great extent by means of an inco- 
herent verbalism. Max Jacob, like many “modern” authors, 
delights in letting a continuous flow of sentences run unre- 
strainedly from the depths of his consciousness. Yet while 
other poets hope in the free association of words to find gems 
of super-rational beauty, Max Jacob’s aim in marshaling his 
words is avowedly destructive. He does not cultivate spiritual 
consonances but rejoices in discords and clashes. He likes to 
bring together words which have no mutual affinities; for 
instance, he might combine an expression applying particu- 
larly to an old Greek legend with a technical term connected 
with ultramodern machinery. The incompatibility of the 
emotional connotations attached to such different words at 
first causes a feeling of unpleasant surprise; then the antago- 



nistic energies contained in the individual words begin to 
militate against each other until they grate and grind to- 
gether, leaving in the end an impression of fundamental 
disharmony and universal incongruity. 

Yet there is nothing either woeful or obnoxious in Max 
Jacob’s verbalism. He reminds us of a clown in a circus, 
cutting capers and turning somersaults, performing tricks 
and prancing about, arousing laughter by his assumed clumsi- 
ness and his elaborately stupid mimicry of the most sensible 
actions of men. His extraordinary combinations of words 
often resemble nothing so much as acrobatic stunts, enter- 
taining on account of the virtuosity they imply, and at the 
same time intended to convey devastating allusions to all 
accepted and respected forms of literature and art. Thus his 
keen and penetrating humor tore to pieces the glittering and 
elegant frills which Romanticism and Symbolism had arti- 
ficially draped around modern poetry. So Max Jacob has 
assisted perhaps more than any of our contemporaries in 
ridding the French sentence of all its superfluous literary 
ornaments and in reducing it to a plain, angular bareness 
reminiscent of the most aggressive Cubist paintings. Further- 
more, his verbal eccentricity struck at intellectual reasoning 
itself. Only too often, indeed, does the compelling authority 
of discursive logic rest upon formal links between cleverly 
worded propositions. By ruining on principle the power of 
carefully arrayed words. Max Jacob assailed the organizing 
force that is behind them, thus bringing about a widespread 
collapse of our accepted system of reasoning, whose fagade 
seems very impressive but whose foundation is more often 
than not completely illusory. 

But once the field of human experience has been cleared 
of all rational construction, what remains but a choice be- 
tween the supernatural and mere nonsense? Both the super- 
natural and the nonsensical abound in Max Jacob’s works. 
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often inextricably mixed. Few modern French poets have 
had a more intense perception of the place of mystery in our 
lives. While most writers try to grasp the comprehensible 
relationship linking one aspect of the world with another, he 
is mainly concerned with the strangeness, the inexplicableness 
of the universe. Like many of the Cubist painters, he is in- 
clined to neglect the outstanding characteristics of things and 
to attach himself to the elusive, ineffable, evanescent quali- 
ties which appear to him the really essential. 

Towards these essential, though impalpable, qualities, he 
always displays a marked reverence. He does not allow him- 
self consciously to distort them for the sake of a particular 
literary effect. He does simplify them - again after the man- 
ner of the Cubist painters - stripping them of what he con- 
siders accessory and adventitious, but earnestly attempting to 
show them in their integral character without artificial ad- 
justment of any sort. So we frequently find in his works 
fragments of intense and precise realism, always presented 
soberly, squarely, abruptly. Yet since their usual rational 
supports have been withdrawn, these blocks of reality seem 
to float on the surface of a misty, translucent expanse, spread- 
ing indefinitely into the unknown. 

Thus it comes about that many of Max Jacob’s productions 
bear a striking analogy to the visions that arise within us 
during the hours of sleep. In fact. Max Jacob is one of the 
first French writers to have made use deliberately of the 
material provided by dreams. Recent psychological discov- 
eries in the field of the subconscious have emphasized the 
informative value of dream phenomena; but these theories 
were not yet known when Max Jacob started to write, and it 
was intuition alone which led him to ascribe a peculiar sig- 
nificance to such manifestations. 

He, however, did not try to interpret dreams in terms of 
human activities or interests. He recognized their eminent 



importance in themselves, and he was content to let them 
reveal their justification in their own intrinsic worth. In the 
same way, most of his writings constitute self-justified and 
independent entities, in no way obligated to give an account 
of external circumstance. They form in themselves a self- 
sufficient creation, being their own end and their own justi- 
fication. The idea of the self-supporting, autonomous work 
of art was very common among Cubist painters. So Max 
Jacob came to compose poems without any relation to ex- 
ternal reality, without any subject, without any signification 
whatever — “pure” poems. In these phantasmagorical cre- 
ations it is impossible to discern any intention or meaning; 
at best one may distinguish in them weird forms, instinct 
with a monstrous life, passing and melting into one another 
like misshapen figures in a feverish nightmare. 

Of course, there was no question of encaging such monsters 
within the regular limits of any given type of poetry. All 
normal rules as to rhyme, rhythm, or the number of syllables 
to a line had to be discarded. Apart from their general 
“poetical” tone, the better part of the poems written by Max 
Jacob look very much like prose. He himself gave them the 
name of “poemes en prose.” This was not altogether a new 
invention on his part. During the Romantic period, Aloysius 
Bertrand, with similar extra-rational intentions, had intro- 
duced short writings of an analogous tenor. Later Baudelaire 
and Rimbaud had composed similar pieces. But, apparently 
because literary evolution was not then far enough advanced, 
the new genre had met at first with more curiosity than 
approval. Max Jacob, on the contrary, was immediately 
copied by countless followers, and the “poeme en prose” 
attained so much success that it became the essential literary 
mold into which the Surrealists, a few years later, poured the 
most typical of their productions. 

So the r61e played by Max Jacob in the development of 





contemporary French literature can now be accurately per- 
ceived and defined. His personal literary achievements are 
not in themselves of exceptional worth or importance, owing 
perhaps to the equivocal character of the man himself, buffoon 
and prophet rolled into one. Yet similar contrasts were 
noticeable in many young men of the same period. The 
Cubists relied mainly upon mystification as a means of break- 
ing the shackles of the past, but at the same time they were 
consumed with the desire to attain an absolute ideal. If they 
failed to reach their overambitious goal, they were neverthe- 
less, as Guillaume Apollinaire had already discerned, prepar- 
ing the way for the future. In that work of preparation. Max 
Jacob, who identified himself so completely with the Cubist 
generation, has undoubtedly played both a decisive and an 
outstanding part. 

The other Cubist writers are less important by far than 
Guillaume Apollinaire and Max Jacob. Two of them, how- 
ever, Andr^ Salmon and Pierre Reverdy, deserve more than 
a cursory reference. Their works have a distinctly representa- 
tive value, illustrating opposite though complementary as- 
pects of the Cubist doctrine. They display the richness and 
complexity of a movement which admitted within the gen- 
eral Cubist style all sorts of modalities and variations, rang- 
ing from the reduction of our world into solid blocks of 
essential qualities to the other extreme of the mystic evoca- 
tion of an ethereal and metaphysical atmosphere. Of these 
two complementary tendencies the former was clearly em- 
bodied in literature by Andr^ Salmon, while Pierre Reverdy 
spontaneously inclined towards the latter. 

Andre Salmon, born in Paris on October 4, 1881, was a 
young and sensitive adolescent when Symbolism reached the 
height of its prestige. He was very strongly influenced by the 
best poets of that school. He was less interested in the literary 



procMh by which some of the Symbolists achieved pretty 
but superficial “masterpieces” than impressed by the earnest 
longing for an ideal absolute evinced by a poet like Mallarme. 
He likewise felt the urge to penetrate beyond the dull medi- 
ocrity of everyday existence. He had already spent several 
years in Russia as a young boy; at the age of eighteen he had 
the opportunity of joining the staff of the French embassy in 
St. Petersburg, and he eagerly seized this chance for travel 
and adventure. When he returned to Paris in 1902, he was, 
on account of this long association with Slav mentality, more 
uncertain in his aspirations, more dissatisfied, and more per- 
plexed than ever. He joined the circle of Jarry's admirers 
and became very well acquainted with Guillaume Apollinaire. 
He took a leading part, along with the latter, in the publica- 
tion of the ephemeral Festin d*Esope, and he seems to have 
shared fully in the restlessness of Parisian literary Bohemia. 

Yet there was something in his personality which clearly 
distinguished him from the other Bohemians. Though he 
was not by any means well off, a certain strain of common 
sense always prevented him from sinking into the down-at- 
heel poverty in which so many of his friends wallowed un- 
concernedly. He had the faculty of looking facts squarely in 
the face, and he always managed somehow to earn a decent, 
normal living. He was made “Secretaire de Redaction” of 
Vers et Prose, a literary review with Symbolist affinities. After 
1907 his contributions to various newspapers were so steady 
and regular that he soon came to be regarded as a full-fledged 
journalist. 

Nevertheless, due consideration on his part for material 
things did not imply a philistine indifference towards the 
ideal which the Symbolists had enabled him to glimpse in his 
youth. When he was introduced, through Apollinaire, to the 
group of painters of the Rue Ravignan, he found the atmos- 
phere there so congenial that he moved into the “bateau- 



lavoir” itself. Yet, even though he at once struck up a warm 
friendship with Max Jacob, he always remained a little apart 
from the boisterous troupe of artists and poets then crowding 
the studios and garrets of old Montmartre. Tall, slender, 
smartly dressed, reserved in manner, almost timid and rather 
pale, he did not attract attention by an overflowing vitality 
like Guillaume Apollinaire or by a constant nervous agitation 
like Max Jacob. Though remaining in the background he 
nevertheless played with determination a part of no mean 
order. His subtle and penetrating intelligence helped greatly 
in the elucidation of Cubist theories; his connections with the 
newspaper world enabled him to present to a large public the 
aspirations and convictions of his friends, which were also his 
own. In the capacity of art critic, he contributed most effec- 
tively to the diffusion of Cubism, and he soon qualified as a 
Cubist poet. His poems, collected in Feeries, Le Calumet, 
and Le Livre et la Bouteille — the last-mentioned not being 
published till after the War — bear witness to his sincere and 
wholehearted adherence to what Apollinaire called “L’Esprit 
nouveau.” 

Yet Andre Salmon was by no means lost in speculation 
and dreams. Facts were always of paramount importance to 
him. When the first World War broke out, though he had 
been declared physically unfit, he decided not to miss the 
tremendous experience offered at the front. Dressed in plain 
civilian clothes, he managed somehow to worm his way up to 
the very fighting lines in Artois. There he met with a Dr. 
H. Saunier — well known as the author of either gruesome or 
farcical plays, written especially for the Grand Guignol- 
who, humorously appreciating the situation, had Andre 
Salmon accepted at once for active service. After remaining 
in the trenches for about ten months, Salmon was invalided 
home in 1916. Subsequently the Russian Revolution started, 
and Salmon, bubbling over with curiosity, succeeded in 



reaching Petrograd. There, during the Kerensky period, he 
saw the complete breakdown of the old order he had known, 
the gradual, irresistible spreading of chaos. 

When he returned to France, he found a changed society, 
seething with incomprehensible ferment. His role in the 
development of Cubism, as well as his more recent verses on 
the Russian upheaval, published under the title of Prikaz, 
gave him for a while a place of leadership among the young 
Dadaists. But, very much like Max Jacob, he was loath to 
approve of audacities associated with a state of mind which 
was not that of his own generation. So he broke with the 
Dadaists and turned insensibly towards a more conservative 
point of view. 

He had successfully resumed his profession of journalist. 
In the field of literature properly speaking, he gave up poetry 
to concentrate chiefly on short stories and novels. La Negresse 
du Sacre-Coeur, L’ Entrepreneur d’ illuminations, C’est une 
belle pile, and Archives du Club des Onze mark the main 
stages of a progressive evolution towards a realism that recalls 
sometimes the manner of Balzac. Cubism, of course, has left 
a strong imprint upon Andre Salmon’s technique, as exem- 
plified by his jerky, dislocated presentation of facts and also 
by his suggestion of an invisible reality. Yet Salmon’s personal 
conception of Cubism was such that it made the transition 
to a less revolutionary type of writing comparatively easy, 
and at the same time did not seriously impair his fundamental 
originality. 

Like all Cubists, Andr^ Salmon left the safe and quiet realm 
of rational thinking and traditional literature in order to 
launch into an adventurous exploration of the unknown. 
The title and the tenor of his book Le Livre et la Bouteille 
are symbolical of his attitude in this respect. “Le livre” repre- 
sents organized reasoning, discursive logic, staid and methodi- 
cal investigation of a well-regulated and tame reality. “La 



bouteille” stands for the intoxicating pursuit of a forever 
elusive mystery, and a Dionysiac rapture in the midst of 
fantastic happenings. In choosing between Book and Bottle 
— like Hercules between Vice and Virtue — Andr^ Salmon 
decided on the Botde. 

The Bottle, however, did not becloud his very keen sense 
of proportion. Very much after the fashion of the Cubist 
painters, who, in their desire to reach the essential, reduced 
the motley spectacle of the universe to a framework of geo- 
metrical figures, Andr^ Salmon applied himself to the isola- 
tion and forceful presentation of certain topical facts. He 
did not try with the help of his subconscious imagination to 
wrap them in the vaporous atmosphere of a supersensible 
Absolute. The facts themselves were raised by him to the 
eminent dignity of the Absolute. Salmon is content to do 
away with all the rational covering in which traditional 
thought used to encase them neatly and tidily. He presents 
the facts pell-mell, as they come, in their original disorder. 
This disorder, reminiscent of the chaotic Cubist paintings, 
does not in any way detract from the intrinsic value of the 
facts but, on the contrary, enhances their power. 

For Andr^ Salmon, brute facts are not soulless. From them 
emanates a spontaneous poetry, a thousand times more en- 
thralling than any embellishment that our imagination could 
possibly confer on them. By accepting them as they are, 
without esthetic improvement or intellectual interpretation, 
simply as ever-renewed miracles produced by a mysterious 
and marvelous cosmic energy, Salmon can see an apocalyptic 
light radiating from their essence. 

A psychological explanation of Salmon’s mystic cult of 
facts is perhaps provided by the very circumstances of his life. 
He has been for a long time actively engaged in journalism; 
he has the reporter’s respect for definite, arresting events, 
caring very little for their implications or their significance. 



It has been said that he made poetry out of newspaper report- 
ing. Without denying the influence of a lifelong calling upon 
his outlook on reality, one may still suggest that, had he not 
possessed an instinctive regard for facts, he probably would 
not have achieved any success as a journalist. Yet it must be 
noticed that Andre Salmon is not interested indiscriminately 
in any kind of fact. He is definitely attracted by strange, 
tragic, scandalous, and violent deeds - that is to say, by pre- 
cisely those happenings which a newspaperman collects with 
special predilection to make sensational news items in his hur- 
riedly written columns. 

The poetry emanating from such events has little if any- 
thing in common with the poetry of the old masters. Neither 
charm nor harmony, neither the desaiption of nature nor the 
expression of tender sentiment, can find a place in Salmon’s 
brutal portrayal of modern restlessness. A suggestion of mor- 
bid instability pervades the whole atmosphere; the deep 
gloom which is shown to be settling over all things is lit only 
by an occasional lightning flash of hallucinatory pain. This 
turbid calling forth of a world in the throes of formidable 
change does not present the attractive hues of an old- 
fashioned idyll, but it has the merit of expressing with haunt- 
ing intensity the actual feverish spirit of our time. 

Pierre Reverdy is not identified to any comparable degree 
with the present period. He was bom in Narbonne on Sep- 
tember 13, 1889, of a very old family, claiming to date back 
to the time of the Roman conquest of Gaul. His father was 
a plain businessman, but there were among his forebears 
countless painters and sculptors, many of whom specialized 
in religious art. At a very early age Pierre Reverdy showed a 
dreamy, unpractical disposition; at school — he attended the 
Ijdes of Toulouse and Narbonne — he was considered a 
dunce. When he announced to his family that he intended to 



become a writer, however, he received enthusiastic approval 
and support. His father had always bemoaned the waste of 
his own literary capacities, which had been smothered by the 
dullness of provincial life; he promised his son unlimited 
help if he wanted to go to Paris to try his hand at journalism. 

At the end of 1910 Pierre Reverdy arrived in the capital to 
begin his literary career. He first approached the small van- 
guard reviervs, which were more accessible to a young be- 
ginner than the sacrosanct conservative magazines. Cubism 
being then the rage, Reverdy must have felt a strong curiosity 
regarding the much-talked-of new theories. Moreover, by 
ancestral tradition he was keenly interested in art and familiar 
with the ways and manners of artists. Very soon he became 
personally acquainted with all the leading painters of the 
young Cubist group. 

After one year in Paris the death of his father left him 
practically dependent on his own efforts. Then began for 
him years of bitter struggle. He was physically delicate, of a 
sensitive nature, filled at once with eagerness and with natural 
melancholy, endowed with a rich inward spirituality, poorly 
equipped for the rough and tumble of a trying existence. As 
an introvert, he lacked the cheerful aggressiveness which 
makes a successful journalist, and he was too refined to bear 
with happy-go-lucky indifference the trials and hardships of 
Bohemian poverty. He went to reside in the “bateau-lavoir,” 
partly for reasons of economy, partly because it had become 
in a manner the fashion among poets and artists. The great 
vogue of Montmartre, it is true, was already on the wane; yet 
he found there in the company of the Cubists, and especially 
in a close friendship with Juan Gris, that spark of idealism 
which was now his only raison d’etre. This Bohemian phase 
of his life — of which many poets retain wistful and pleasur- 
able memories — left him with recollections full of despond- 
ency and sadness. 



Isolated from others on account of his own introspective 
nature, he suffered through his loneliness and yet at the same 
time had a morbid desire for solitude. Soon he adopted the 
habit of going all by himself to a farm in the country, there 
to indulge unrestrainedly in his dreams. Discomfited by the 
harshness of a trying material life for which he was ill-adapted, 
he lived almost exclusively in the world of his own imagina- 
tion, borrowing from external reality only an indispensable 
minimum of fragmentary shapes. This attitude was in full 
agreement with the most abstract of the Cubist doctrines and 
also in close harmony with his need for a perfect sublimation 
of his own frustrated desires. He retained only a few aspects of 
the disappointing world, culled mostly from the spectacle 
of nature, rarely from the sentiments of men, but all released 
from the tyrannical oppression of their habitual environment 
and now moving freely in an aura of poetical mysticism. His 
works, Poemes en prose, La Lucarne ovale, Les Ardoises du 
toit, and La Guitare endormie, all offer striking evidence of 
Reverdy’s escape from an uncongenial mode of life into a 
universe of his own creation. 

After the turmoil of the war of 1914-18 and the complete 
disruption of his circle of former friends, Reverdy felt more 
than ever alone. In a way, it is true, he was perhaps morally 
closer than any of the other Cubists to the new group of the 
Surrealists. His utter disregard for the reality surrounding 
him and his intuitive perception of a higher spiritual world 
rendered him for a while extremely popular with the most 
forward representatives of the younger generation. When he 
collected a number of his former poems under the title 
Epaves du del, the publication was hailed by them with the 
most flattering enthusiasm. 

Nevertheless Pierre Reverdy did not join the ranks of the 
Surrealists. The main reason for his abstention was that, like 
Max Jacob, he had found in religious mysticism the fulfill- 
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ment of his long-sought ideal. He belonged to a Catholic 
family, though for many years he had not conformed to die 
practices of the Church. When he returned formally to the 
fold, he found his very faith a deterrent to any further spirit- 
ual search and an obstacle also to the vindication of man’s 
inferior, subconscious cravings. Again, very much like Max 
Jacob, realizing that the ties binding him to the modern 
world were growing weaker every day, in 1926 he decided at 
last to retire. A friend had induced him to come to the cele- 
brated Benedictine Abbey of Solesmes. After a while he 
established himself permanently in the village near-by, spend- 
ing his days in praying, reading, or working in his garden. 
From time to time he published short collections of delicate 
poems, such as Ecumes de la mer, Grande Nature, Sources du 
vent, Pierres blanches, Risques et perils. He also summed up 
his ideas on art in Le Gant de crin. Yet even though his 
literary works remain as definite and outstanding landmarks 
in the development of contemporary French literature, his 
normal personality seems to lose itself more and more in a 
state of sublime, supraterrestrial contemplation. 

Throughout his life, Reverdy has had his eyes fixed on a 
supreme ideal. This ideal has been for a long time vague and 
indistinct. There never was in it anything even remotely 
intellectual: he did not feel the need of discovering with his 
mind the answer to the great enigma. It possessed nothing 
forcefully vital either: he did not experience the urge to 
obtain a stronger grip on things than that vouchsafed to us 
by our merely human senses. His aspiration was more akin 
to a longing for pure ecstasy. Cubism offered him not so 
much a ready-made solution to his indefinite problem as a 
program and guide for his anxious and sincere search. 

While Andr^ Salmon, for instance, saw in Cubism mainly 
a system enabling him to determine the fundamental archi- 
tecture of objects and of facts, Pierre Reverdy was especially 



influenced by the particular trend, within Cubism, which 
emphasized the value of the spiritual atmosphere in which 
objects and facts are steeped. Indeed, for him, objects and 
facts are often merely accessories whose surface here and there 
catches reflections of a transcendental cosmic effulgence. So 
he devoted himself to a subtle notation of the impalpable 
qualities of the universe revealing themselves in the most 
elemental spectacles of nature. For him the stars glittering 
against a dark velvet sky, the limitless expanse of the ocean, 
or the silent epic of the crimson-stained clouds under the set- 
ting sun are authentic fragments of a sublime, heavenly 
entity or, as he himself calls them in his suggestive title, 
genuine Epaves du del Taking up a position opposed to the 
journalistic standpoint of such a one as Andr 6 Salmon, for 
example, for whom the essentials of our experience are con- 
tained in more or less sensational happenings, Reverdy de- 
clared: “II ne s’agit plus d’emouvoir par Texpose plus ou 
moins path^tique d’un fait-divers, mais aussi largement, aussi 
purement que le peuvent faire, le soir, un del tout crepitant 
d’doiles, la mer calme, grandiose, tragique, ou un grand 
drame muet jou^ par les nuages sous le soleiF’ (22). 

But if the essentials of our world are reduced to such 
elusive impressions and shades, one cannot help feeling that 
its very existence is thereby rendered alarmingly doubtful 
and problematic. Are not all physical appearances but vain 
images indiscreetly thrust upon our senses by some gigantic 
imposture? Is there in the external forms of our experience 
any true, solid reality? Pierre Reverdy is obviously sure of 
the existence of another, a much more inspiring reality - 
the reality we find in our inner consciousness. There lies a 
prodigiously rich and varied universe, wherein we should 
let ourselves sink and be absorbed completely. 

The Surrealists, after reaching similar conclusions, delib- 
(22) Pierre Reverdy, Le Gant de crin (Paris: Plon, 1926), p. 41. 



erately renounced the world of our reason and our senses, 
hoping thus to enter unhampered into the realm of the in- 
ward infinite. Pierre Reverdy did not dare to go that far, and 
he remained, as it were, astride the two domains. He has not 
had the courage to reject external appearances entirely; yet 
he has always felt that the domain of the absolute was his real 
spiritual home. He himself has explained the ambiguity of 
his situation in the following terms: “The poet is in a difficult 
and often dangerous position, at the intersection of two 
planes having a cruelly sharp edge: the plane of dreams and 
the plane of reality. A prisoner of appearances, cramped in 
the narrow confines of this world --which is, moreover, a 
purely imaginary one — with which the common run of 
people are content, the poet clears the obstacle it constitutes 
in order to reach the absolute and the real; there his spirit 
moves freely” (23). 

In order to attain this Absolute, Pierre Reverdy resorts 
largely to introspection. His introspection, however, is not 
analytical and methodical. It is more like a kind of second 
sight through which the poet can explore a mysterious region 
of the soul where only a few distinct psychic islands emerge 
above the stream of subliminal thought. But Pierre Reverdy 
is too much impregnated with religious ideas to accept indis- 
criminately, as the Surrealists do, everything that is carried 
on the obscure current of the subconscious. He turns his 
eyes away from all that is repulsive and dismal, so much so 
that hardly anything is left for him to behold, and in the end 
he finds himself in the center of a veritable vacuum. “Le 
monde s’efface” - this phrase recurs again and again as a 
leit-motif in Reverdy’s poems, expressing his perfect spiritu- 
ality and at the same time his unbearable loneliness. 

For Reverdy is not an abstract metaphysical spirit but a 
warm and tenderhearted man, intensely sensitive to pain and 
(23) Le Gant de crin, p. 15. 



to love. Love was the origin of his quest, and now he comes 
back empty-handed. He suffers through his solitude; yet he 
is in no way either blase or downcast. He is still burning 
with a pure flame, but that flame has not found on earth an 
object worthy of its ardor. His love consumes itself m the 
rarefied atmosphere of exalted moral heights where no ordi- 
nary human being can establish a permanent abode. 

It is customary to include Jean Cocteau among the Cubist 
poets, for during a brief period of his life he produced works 
in accordance with the Cubist technique. But at the begin- 
ning of his career Cocteau passed with such rapidity from 
one school to another, being always at the forefront of the 
most recent literary fashion, that many people at that time 
came to question the depth of his feelings and even the sin- 
cerity of his reactions. It was often said then that Cocteau 
wanted above all to be up-to-date. He was always seen ex- 
perimenting with whatever genre might be the last vogue of 
the day; he used to change his point of view so frequently 
that it was next to impossible to follow the line of his spiritual 
evolution. Subsequently, it is true, Cocteau reached a thor- 
oughly personal philosophy of life and displayed, especially 
in his theater, indisputable evidence of complete artistic 
originality. Yet his deeper conceptions did not manifest 
themselves very clearly from the start, and, whatever effect 
the various schools through which he passed may have had 
upon his development, he obviously attained his full ma- 
turity only after he had moved beyond the somewhat limited 
orbit of their influence. 

During his early period, one could perceive in Cocteau, 
beside a few traits typical of the atmosphere prevailing in the 
Cubist environment, certain more individual features indi- 
cating that Cubism was for him hardly more than a transitory 
stage. Thus Cocteau showed himself to be a fervent admirer 
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of Picasso, and, like many young men of his generation, he 
was anxious — intermittently — to cut all ties that link us 
with a banal and mediocre reality. In his Cubist works he 
often appears to be longing to ascend into a higher sphere; 
many of his poems seem about to rise heavenwards like glit- 
tering, iridescent soap bubbles. But these pretty things do 
not go very far. Now and then a suggestion of the Unknown 
can be faintly discerned among their rapidly changing shades. 
Sensations are noted which portend something different from 
the casual occurrences of our visible world. Yet these light 
signs very soon fade away or are lost amidst the intricate 
pattern of clever arabesques which the poet’s nimble intelli- 
gence delights in tracing around the most serious as well as 
the most frivolous themes. 

During the few years immediately preceding the first World 
War, a new artistic and literary movement known as Futurism 
aroused marked curiosity. This movement was closely re- 
lated in spirit to Cubism; but while Cubism was born of tech- 
nical experiments made by enterprising painters, which only 
later received their theoretical justification, Futurism was elab- 
orated as a theory before being applied systematically by its ex- 
ponents to the plastic arts and in some degree to literature. 

Cubism had started in France; Futurism had its beginnings 
in Italy. A few Italian artists, among whom were Marinetti, 
Severini, and Boccioni, launched a vigorous campaign against 
traditionalism. They set up, in opposition to the old stand- 
ards of classical beauty, a new mystic ideal, together with an 
original conception of the modern world. In 1912 five of 
these Italian artists held an exhibition of their paintings in 
Paris. Their influence, however, was almost negligible until 
Guillaume Apollinaire, keenly interested in all things Italian, 
and recognizing in their doctrine unmistakable evidence of 
‘X’Esprit nouveau,” decided to espouse their cause. He 


Gino Severini: Train Blinds en Action (1915) 
Futurism attempts to give the impression of 
mechanical power and speed 
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was published in Milan in 1913. He strove with his genial 
enthusiasm to have Futurism accepted by the French public 
on a par with Cubism. 

Futurism and Cubism, both of which issued from the 
same moral source, had many aspirations in common. Like 
the Cubists, the Futurists revolted against the shoddy and 
pnventional representation of the world that we are trained 
to consider as the sole existing reality. They proclaimed the 
necessity of destroying the generally accepted pattern of 
things established by our reason. They wanted to dissociate 
its elements and to rearrange them in such a way as to let 
men perceive the truer, deeper reality lying beyond the 
banal shapes surrounding us. They refused to allow in- 
telligence to regulate the plan of reconstruction; they trusted 
to intuition to discern the essential element that was to be 
retained and to determine the most effective manner by 
which its fundamental quality ^could be demonstrated. 

The startling originality of the Futurists, however, pro- 
ceded from their conception of the “essential.’* For them the 
essential of our world did not reside, as so many have be- 
lieved, at the very core of Nature. In their view, the most 
striking feature of our time, representing probably the most 
fundamental aspect of man’s destiny on earth, is the almost 
total mastery achieved by mankind over Nature. Formerly 
the elemental display of the forces of Nature sufficed to in- 
spire poets with inexhaustible admiration and wonder. How 
much more wonderful to see these very forces at the beck 
and call of our needs and whims, utterly subjugated, reduced 
to the role of obedient slaves! Nature’s former supremacy 
over man has practically ceased to exist. On all sides natural 
energies have been tamed, harnessed, and made to work at 
our bidding. Only in the most remote corners of our planet 
is it possible to find fairly extensive tracts of wilderness cor- 



igo responding to the state of virgin Nature. The word “Nature,” 

as we understand it, no longer corresponds to the experience 
and conception of our primitive ancestors. Practically every- 
where modern man has obliterated the original facies of the 
natural world. 

So by an unexpected inversion of traditional values. Nature 
has almost ceased to be real, and the man-made, the artificial, 
has become the great reality. In order to act in conformity 
with the spirit of our age, we should, say the Futurists, take 
an active and definite stand against Nature: thus we would 
hasten its complete disintegration and ensure the rapid tri- 
umph of artificiality. It is the still unassimilated fragments of 
untamed Nature, remaining like foreign bodies within the 
complex and delicate organism of modern civilization, that 
are mainly responsible for the disharmonies and difficulties 
of the present day. When absolutely everything on earth has 
become artificial, man will be able to plan and adjust to a 
nicety all the details of human life on the surface of our 
planet. This ideal will not be realized till some time in the 
fairly distant future. When that day arrives, should we not 
be fully prepared for it? That is why the upholders of this 
audacious theory took unto themselves the name “Futurists.” 

In their view, the best way to work for the future is to 
break down the prejudices so effectively protecting what is 
left of Nature, and to glorify the great instrument of man’s 
domination over the material world: modern industry. 
Henceforth the weird beauty of factories, dockyards, and 
railroads, the hustle and bustle of human activity under the 
blinding glare of electric lamps or under the thick clouds 
of smoke belching from tall, slender chimneys, the mysterious 
intricacies of pistons, driving rods, and cogwheels, will con- 
stitute the background for a tremendous epic of a new kind 
whose protagonists are machinism and speed. 

The creative throb of machinery and the swift impulse 
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meticulous representation of inert material. The dynamism 
of our modern world can be conjured up only by means as 
artificial as the qualities they have to express. Availing 
themselves of the Cubist method of dislocation and arbitrary 
re-creation, the Futurists performed in this respect amazing 
feats of evocative figuration. If, for example, they wished to 
convey in their paintings the impression of extremely rapid 
movement, as in the case of horses or dogs running, they 
unhesitatingly assigned to each animal a score of legs in 
various successive positions but painted on the canvas side 
by side. They also purposely eliminated all artistic prepara- 
tions and transitions, bringing into brutal contact elements 
normally situated at vast distances from one another and 
imparting to objects and facts by this paradoxical juxta- 
position an unnatural, nay, an almost supernatural character. 

This apotheosis of speed and this raising of the artificial 
to the rank of Absolute have been conjoined, it must be 
said, with a prophetic tone sometimes bordering on hysteria, 
the particular contribution of the Futurists to the theories 
of the modernistic school. The special note they sounded 
has brought a response from contemporaries. Yet Futurism 
has not succeeded in implanting itself vigorously in France. 

No French writer or artist has ever accepted its doctrines in 
their totality. But the ideas which were put into circula- 
tion by Marinetti and his friends undoubtedly exerted a 
marked influence upon several outstanding French novelists, 
especially upon Paul Morand and Blaise Cendrars. 

Neither of these two authors can be considered as, prop- 
erly speaking. Futurist. Nevertheless both of them have 
shown a distinct predilection for those traits of our modern 
life which had been emphasized as essential by the Futurist 
school. Paul Morand, particularly in his early works, has 
adopted a typically syncopated style; he has been for many 



years an enthusiastic worshipper of speed; even now he is 
still perhaps the most inspiring exponent of the poetical 
beauty of the modern world. Blaise Cendrars has sketched 
an epic of the most brutal, artificial, and mechanical aspects 
of human activity, in which he visualizes the tragic basis of 
contemporary European and American civilizations. It must 
be understood, however, that Cendrars and more especially 
Morand possess a more humane depth to their personalities 
than has been displayed by any of the members of the Futurist 
group. In point of fact, while Futurism has enriched the 
flow of the modernistic tendencies with a number of in- 
teresting concepts, its current has not remained individualized 
or distinct. Futurism may be considered as a derivation of 
Cubism. In the course of time it came to join the main 
stream again, bringing along fragments of new thought which 
soon became indistinguishable in the whirling mass of tumul- 
tuous modern theories. 

The general public often confuses Futurism and Cubism, 
and indeed these two movements represent kindred efforts 
to attain, through very similar methods, the same superior 
reality. Both Cubism and Futurism aspired to a sincere mystic 
idealism. Repudiating discursive logic and discarding the 
testimony of the senses, the Cubists attempted to penetrate 
directly into a sublime region to which reason and the senses 
have no access. In their eagerness to discover a direct way to 
reach that closed domain, they persuaded themselves that the 
key was to be found in geometrical abstractions. But their 
notion of mathematics was inadequate and fanciful. So in- 
stead of grasping, as they had hoped, a truly abstract per- 
fection, they found that they were moving vaguely among 
insubstantial shadows and that their efforts generally ended 
in pure, formal emptiness. Cubist painters and poets alike 
oscillated between dry schematism and disappointing im- 
materiality. The Futurists fared no better, alternating be- 



tween a rough figuration of machinism and a theoretical 
concept of speed. The spiritual atmosphere that unquestion- 
ably pervades certain of the modernistic creations may have 
been released by the disintegration of our visible rational 
universe, but it seems also frequently to appear simply in 
direct response to the personal psychic powers of the artist 
or the poet himself. And, as the price to be paid for a fugitive 
and doubtful glimpse of “another world,” there lies at our 
feet the wreckage of the world in which we have to live. 

This world of ours, it is true, especially since the begin- 
ning of the twentieth century, has sunk into more and more 
profound discredit. Yet many people have wondered, not 
without reason, whether the substitute offered by the Cubists 
and the Futurists really is of greater worth. The number of 
sceptics finally increased to such an extent that Cubism had 
to be pronounced a failure, though not a total one. From an 
artistic or literary standpoint the results obtained were un- 
doubtedly disappointing, but the spirit which had animated 
the search was supremely valuable. For the first time in the 
history of modern French thought, after the isolated and 
disconnected attempts of Gerard de Nerval, Victor Hugo, 
Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Lautreamont, Mallarm4 and a few 
others, a regularly organized group of young men, refusing 
to be content with a banal, superficial view of things, had 
made a collective effort to reach the soul of the universe. 
It is true that they often mingled sincerity with disconcert- 
ing mystification, that they were overconfident and hasty. 
In their ambition to attain the Absolute immediately, they 
launched into bold and extravagant conjectures that sub- 
merged the fragments of truth which they actually discovered. 
Once their worst lucubrations were swept away, however, 
these fragments of truth remained, and the example of their 
genuine enthusiasm for a truer reality was left for the benefit 
of the succeeding generation. 



IV. Dada 

The short-lived but notorious movement known as Dadaism, 
which interrupted the regular evolution of modernistic litera- 
ture, was a direct consequence of the first World War. For 
the men who reached their twentieth year between 1914 and 
1918, the war was more than a tragic experience; it definitely 
warped their entire outlook upon life. Arriving at the age 
when every young man takes stock of what existence has 
offered him so far, tries to find his bearings and to map his 
course into the future, the war generation discovered only 
ruin and despair. With the uncompromising spirit of gen- 
eralization natural to youth, these victims of circumstance 
systematized their distress and in all sincerity pictured the 
world as an abode of unmitigated gloom. 

Actually, there was at that time no dearth of moral and 
physiological causes to substantiate this attitude. The lack 
of adequate nourishment for young growing organisms, the 
nervous strain due to long-distance bombardments and to 
frequent air raids, above all the tension prevailing in a 
country threatened with total destruction, tended to create 
in all sensitive minds a grave and permanent neurotic state. 
What with the wave of war profiteering, with the plight of 
French and Belgian refugees, and with gross immorality 
now rampant everywhere, French society presented a sorry 
spectacle indeed. Those who were at the front could 
find in their own sacrifice or in the comradeship of the 
trenches an element of uplifting idealism. But for those 
still too young to take part in the struggle and for those 
who, being disabled, had to spend endless months in the 
hospitals behind the lines, demoralization seemed univer- 
sal and complete. Thus a feeling of profound disgust and 
a haunting obsession with death preyed upon these unfortu- 
nates, leading in the years to come, as in the genera- 



tion which followed the Napoleonic wars, to a long trail 
of suicides. 

Indeed, almost everything that gives life its meaning and 
purpose had fallen suddenly into the utmost disrepute. Reli- 
gion had become subservient to nationalism; practically 
everywhere the churches were heard to preach both hatred 
and slaughter; science was obviously responsible for the most 
horrible features of contemporary warfare; art and literature 
had also been enlisted in the conflict and had been turned 
into instruments of propaganda. This was the outcome of 
centuries of efforts towards civilization! The prospects for 
the future were still more bleak and discouraging. 
Amidst the general bankruptcy of all respected values, nothing 
seemed deserving of salvage. Before such an accumulation 
of moral ruin men felt the irresistible urge to clear the 
ground of all the dismal wreckage that remained and to 
sweep all the spiritual and intellectual refuse into final 
oblivion. This destructive impulse was not prompted by 
the conscious hope of building anew on a better plan: no- 
body dreamt of reconstruction at that stage. The mad desire 
prevalent among young men of the war and post-war period 
to get rid of everything indisaiminately was only a spon- 
taneous reaction to the state of our civilization, prompted by 
anger, disgust, and despair. 

Yet, even if suicide was the logical conclusion of these 
mental shambles, very few, on the whole, cared to pursue 
their ideas to such an extremity. In order to remain alive, 
men had to adapt themselves somehow to an unprecedented 
moral and material confusion. The spectacle offered by the 
modem world was too atrocious to be accepted with equa- 
nimity and calm. It was bearable only when regarded as a 
vam and empty phantasmagoria. Swayed by the instinct of 
self-protection and self-defense - and not at all by frivolity, 
which was inconceivable in the midst of the cmel circum- 



stances of that day - they came to consider the whole of life 
as a jest. There was, of course, nothing gay and diverting 
in their conception of this “jest,” but they found in ironical 
and contemptuous bravado a measure of courage with which 
to face their disastrous destiny. 

Their grotesque humor tvas reminiscent of the grimaces 
of Jarry, and it was impregnated with the same secret rage 
against an unbearable reality. But Jarry had struck his 
“ubuesque” attitude in the midst of a comparatively sound 
environment and at a time when sensible thinking still ap- 
peared to many as a rock of unshakeable solidity. So, by 
contrast, his actions had seemed stupid, and, after all, were 
not his followers only a mere handful? The war generation, 
on the contrary, developed in a disjointed and chaotic uni- 
verse. All basis for “reasonable” judgment seemed to have 
vanished irretrievably, and the whole world appeared to have 
been struck with hopeless insanity. Any irrational statement 
which a few years before would have been branded pre- 
posterous and mad was now considered simply as an expres- 
sion of the general spirit of the time. 

Yet the World War was not alone responsible for the growth 
of the bewildering notions which flourished with such abun- 
dance during that period. Many wars had been fought by 
France before without bringing about any comparable dis- 
ruption of human mental categories. In the particular case 
of the 1914-18 conflict, the younger men found in the doc- 
trines put forward by the generation that had immediately 
preceded them a nucleus around which they aystallized their 
own disastrous experiences. Even though they rejected prac- 
tically all the Cubist and Futurist constructive principles, 
they were, for the negative part of then views, the direct 
successors and heirs of Cubism. The Cubists had for many 
years deliberately discounted the importance of external 
reality; they had used humor as an instrument of methodical 



destruction. The existence of such a school enabled dis- 
satisfied individuals to turn their bitterness into a coherent 
system. Without the precedent of Cubism, the woes and 
sufferings of the World War period undoubtedly would have 
found some confused modality of expression, probably with- 
out general bearing; but encouraged by the audacities of its 
predecessors, the war generation dared to launch into a 
furious destructive movement which was soon to acquire a 
cyclonic force and leave nothing in its wake but devastation 
and ruin. 

Shortly after the outbreak of the war, it became evident 
to the members of the old Cubist group that a more radical 
departure from traditionalism than the one they had them- 
selves attempted would soon be inevitable. The direction in 
which the impending change would take place was still in- 
definite and vague. But, obviously, men like Guillaume 
Apollinaire, Max Jacob, Jean Cocteau, and Pierre Reverdy 
either precipitated their own inward evolution or went 
anxiously in search of further spiritual domains to explore. 
As a mark of the increasing restlessness among vanguard 
literary groups, two new magazines. Sic and Nord-Sud, were 
founded during the most critical moments of the war, with 
the object of testing eventual possibilities of reorientation 
and discovery. 

Sic, first published in January 1916, represented essentially 
the prolongation of the Futurist trend of thought. Pierre- 
Albert Birot, Guillaume Apollinaire, and Gino Severini 
were the most important contributors to the review. Their 
program was aptly summarized by the title they had chosen: 

— which is the Latin equivalent of “Yes.” The group 
gathering under the aegis of Sic said “Yes” to every aspect 
of life. This optimistic, affirmative attitude was conjoined 
with the belief that man cannot go on living without con- 
tinually changing and moving. Worship of movement had 
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been one of the main tenets of the Futurists doctrine. Move- 
ment in itself was their criterion, and they attached little 
importance to the manner in which it was effected. In their 
view, incessant motion was the most fundamental trait of 
our epoch, and the Sic group perceived in the current state 
of unrest a signal confirmation of this theory. They were 
convinced that a change, a move forward, was indispensable; 
but the direction was of no consequence, because, as Birot 
himself often said, “Chercher, c’est vivre; trouver, c’est 
mourir.” 

Nord-Sud, founded in March 1917, was less exclusive in 
its staff and more explicit about its purpose. The main- 
spring of the review was Pierre Reverdy himself, but, besides 
him and his friends Guillaume Apollinaire and Max Jacob, 
there were also included in the group three men destined 
to play an outstanding part in the elaboration of modernistic 
literary doctrines: Andre Breton, Philippe Soupault, and 
Louis Aragon. The title of the review, Nord-Sud, was taken 
from the name of the underground railroad linking the two 
great centers of Bohemian life and vanguard literature in 
Paris: Montmartre and Montparnasse. Thus was illustrated 
in a symbolic way the fond hope of the members of the new 
group. They wanted to achieve a synthesis of all the ideas 
hitherto evolved among young writers and artists, with the 
avowed intention of using them as a basis for further investi- 
gation — towards the unknown. 

They took as the starting-point of their search the most 
extreme conclusions reached so far by the Cubists: namely, 
that a work of art, a poem or a painting, should constitute 
an independent and self-contained creation. They held that 
the artist could borrow certain raw material, as it were, from 
surrounding reality; but they were opposed to his consider- 
ing Nature as a model to be imitated or even interpreted. 
The early Cubists, it is true, even if contemptuous of the 



i6o external, conventional world, had hoped to attain, through 

an inspired interpretation of its dislocated fragments, the 
view of a mystic higher reality. The later Cubists, however, 
repudiated as idle and vain all attempts to penetrate into a 
hypothetic superior realm. They insisted that a work of art 
should stand on its own merits without the slightest reference 
to any outside subject or fact, be it either material or spiritual. 
Pierre Reverdy expressed faithfully the opinion of his col- 
laborators and friends in this respect when he wrote in an 
essay published in the fifth issue of Nord-Sud: ‘‘To create a 
work of art having its independent life, its own reality, and 
being to itself its own aim, seems to us more elevated than 
any fantastic interpretation of real life, which would be 
hardly less servile than a faithful imitation” (i). 

But what is a work of art containing no reference whatever 
to any kind of reality if not a senseless divagation? The Nord- 
Sud group did not shrink before that ultimate consequence. 
In their view, a picture or a poem, being in itself a complete 
creation, does not need to present any meaning at all. It 
exists, and its existence constitutes both its justification and 
its purpose. The artist has not to describe objects, nor to 
grasp the essence of things, nor to express the fleeting moods 
of his imagination. He is a creator; he should create some- 
thing new, something which by reason of its absolute newness 
bears no relation to anything previously seen, heard, or felt. 
But what is a “meaning” if not a relation between two terms, 
one of which, at least, is comparatively familiar? So, more 
and more, the young writers of the advanced school were 
coming to consider in all earnestness the possibility of an 
art and a literature utterly devoid of signification. 

Thus in the year 1917 the parallel efforts of Sic and of 

(1) Quoted by C. S^nddial, Les Grands Courants de la litterature fran- 

gaise contemporaine (Marburg: N. G. Elwert’sche Verlag, 1934), 

p. 381- 



Nord-Sud were showing unequivocally the direction in which i6i 

the newer ideas tended spontaneously to move. The need 
for a change was generally recognized as a vital necessity. 

The theories of Cubism and Futurism, though providing a 
convenient foundation for further research, were beginning 
to sink into obsolescence, at least in their most original parts. 

Who, indeed, was now interested in the essence or in the 
architecture of the universe? Of the Cubist theories there 
were retained only those aspects which discharged the writer 
from the obligation of being intelligible. These aspects, it 
is true, were strikingly in harmony with the dominant tend- 
encies of the day. The world at large was revealing itself to 
many minds as an absurd, meaningless farce. So in literature 
as in life there was progressively realized the complete tri- 
umph of deliberate absurdity. 

Yet the Sic and Nord-Sud groups were markedly hindered 
in their audacious pursuits by certain still unsevered con- 
nections with the past. They had all retained a very definite 
reverence for art. Most of their speculations remained purely 
theoretical; therefore they lacked the pungency and vigor 
which ideas acquire only when translated into actual fact. 

The man who contributed more than anyone else to un- 
cover the latent aspirations of the youth of his time was 
undoubtedly Jacques Vach6. Jacques Vachd played for the 
vanguard writers of the war and post-war period a role in 
many ways similar to that taken by Alfred Jarry among the 
Cubists. Like Jarry, he was extravagant, unbalanced, reck- 
less; he wove openly into the pattern of his daily life the 
feelings of revolt and loathing toward society which were 
beginning to take form among the survivors of a sacrificed 
generation. The majority of the young men, though em- 
bittered and filled with disgust, were prevented by some 
remnant of common sense from giving vent to their rebellious 
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and contemptuous sentiments otherwise than in idle con- 
versations or ineffectual dreams. Vache, on the contrary, 
did not hesitate to apply to life the ultimate conclusions of 
his desperate philosophy. Gradually he acquired for his 
contemporaries the value of a living symbol. His amazing 
influence was due not so much to the quality of his mind 
as to the natural ascendency exerted by his daring to assert 
his will over those who had not the courage to fulfill their 
own deep secret yearnings. 

Jacques Vache had been for some time an art student in 
Paris; then he had been obliged to give up this study - for 
which he was not, apparently, remarkably well gifted - and 
go to the front. At the beginning of 1916, being severely 
wounded in the leg, he was sent to a base hospital in Nantes. 
All those who came in contact with him there were struck 
by his original personality. In particular, Andre Breton, then 
serving as an intern at the neurological center of the same 
city, was perhaps the most interested observer of his character 
and behavior. 

Vache’s sole and constant purpose seems to have been to 
challenge all the rules of sensible conduct. As an example 
of his eccentricity - when he was just out of the hospital, 
he took a job as a stevedore, loading and unloading coal on 
the wharves of Nantes harbor. Occasionally, dressed with re- 
fined elegance, he would haunt the lowest dives in the most 
disreputable sections of the town. He went about sometimes 
attired in an English uniform, at other times dressed as an 
officer of the French Air Force. He invented for himself and 
for his friends imaginary titles and unbelievable adventures. 
Often he introduced his new acquaintance, Andre Breton, 
much to the latter’s embarrassment, as Andre Salmon. By 
telling gratuitous falsehoods on every possible occasion, and 
by acting in an absurdly unaccountable manner, he succeeded 
in creating about himself an atmosphere of complete un- 



reality. For him, practical life with its train of conventions 
and obligations had ceased to exist. He was living perma- 
nently in a fictitious realm of his own imagination. 

Yet his was not exactly a case of flight from an anguishing, 
unbearable reality into a perfect world of dreams. The fanci- 
ful world he was substituting for the actual routine of life 
was in no way preferable to that routine. The substitution 
merely implied that the present reality was so utterly devoid 
of importance and value that it could be abolished or re- 
placed by something else equally bad, without affecting the 
general order of things. Vache’s fantastic conceptions were 
not a way of escape into a better and superior domain; they 
were but a grim form of humor intended to sho^v that man 
had become absolutely indifferent to the useless and senseless 
display that is our existence on earth. In his view, for anyone 
who “knows” — that is to say, who is not content merely to 
look at the surface of things — life reveals itself as a ludicrous 
theatrical show, infinitely depressing and sad. Vach6 had 
nothing of the elemental vitality which had conferred upon 
the creations of Jarry a certain jovial heartiness. His mood 
was uniformly disconsolate and downcast. Humor was not 
for him an indirect process of reaction against a hostile des- 
tiny; it was the acknowledgment, through idiotic and parodic 
jokes, of the cruel, irremediable imbecility of everything. As 
he himself said in one of his Lettres de guerre, humor is “un 
sens . . . de rinutilite th^trale (et sans joie) de tout, quand 
on sait” ( 2 ). 

His mood corresponded undoubtedly to that of many men 
of his generation, since he soon found himself surrounded by 
a numerous cohort of admirers. He never composed a work 
of any importance: for him, literature and art were as vain 
and contemptible as everything else. A number of his letters, 

(2) Jacques Vach^, Lettres de guerre (Paris: Au Sans Pareil, 1919), X. 

29. 4. 17, p. 9. 



in which he expressed scathing judgments upon society and 
life^ were published only after his death, nevertheless, his 
influence upon young writers during his lifetime can hardly 
be exaggerated. Tall and handsome, with an expressive face 
and a aown of red hair, extremely well-informed and highly 
cultured, he seems to have exerted around him a magnetic 
fascination. Andre Breton went even as far as to say: "C’est 
k Jacques Vachd que je dois le plus. Le temps que j’ai passe 
avec lui a Nantes en 1916 m’apparait presque enchante” (3). 
Vachd showed that a defiant rejection of all accepted rational 
and moral standards could result in an intoxicating feeling of 
total enfranchisement. 

The circumstances of his death added a gruesome touch 
to his equivocal fame. Vachd had been for some time an 
opium addict. Towards the end of 1918, while still in Nantes, 
he apparently resolved to commit suicide by taking an over- 
dose of the drug. This move was, after all, the normal con- 
clusion of his nihilism and contempt for life. But, as one of 
his companions had evinced the curiosity to have just one 
experience with opium, he gave him to absorb - and he took 
also himself - an amount which he must have known would 
bring about death. This evidently was for him simply a last 
“funny” practical joke at the expense of his naive friend — 
an ultimate derision, scoffing at the utter futility of all 
things. 

This atrocious deed failed to arouse horror or indignation 
on the part of his followers. On the contrary, he was con- 
sidered perhaps with increased respect. He was believed to 
have given the decisive proof of his complete sincerity, and 
to have shown that he had the courage to go to the very 
limit of his destructive ideas. Among the words which are 
used by Andre Breton to qualify the circumstances of his 

(3) A. Breton, "La Confession d^daigneuse," Les Pas perdus (Paris: 

Nouvelle Revue Fran^aise, 1984), p. 9. 



death, one finds the adjective “admirable” (4). This word 
does not apply, it is true, to the particularly odious aspects 
of Jacques Vache’s action. Yet it shows conclusively that the 
latter’s conduct, viewed from a certain angle, was not only 
condoned but, in a way, admired by certain of the most in- 
telligent representatives of the post-war generation. 

Meanwhile, several new vanguard groups had already be- 
gun to take form here and there. In New York the French 
Cubist painter Marcel Duchamp, who had startled the artistic 
circles of America a few years before by his painting, “Nude 
Descending a Staircase,” launched successively two small re- 
views, Wrong Wrong and The Blind Man. The Spaniard, 
Francis Picabia, who was to play in the post-war artistic 
movement a part almost comparable to that of Picasso during 
the Cubist period, started under the title of 2pi, which later 
became a periodical publication containing mainly re- 
productions of modernistic sketches and paintings. His in- 
tentions were clearly subversive, and a grotesque, nonsensical 
irony constituted his avowed method of systematic destruc- 
tion. 

In Paris, Andre Breton, Philippe Soupault, Louis Aragon, 
Paul Eluard, Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, Pierre Reverdy, 
and Blaise Cendrars had in the course of time come together. 
In March 1919 they found an outlet for their troubled feel- 
ings in a review ironically called Litterature. They had no 
definite program, beyond a strong leaning towards the most 
extreme tendencies once evinced by the now practically de- 
funct Cubism. They felt an irrepressible disgust for the 
world as it had been revealed to them in the past few years, 
and they wanted a change at almost any price. Their an- 
guish, as well as their sincerity, was obvious, and they received 
encouragement from such men as Andr^ Gide and Paul 

(4) “La Confession dMaigneuse,” Les Pas perdus, p. 23. 



Valery - the latter having even suggested, it is said, the odd, 
sarcastic title of their magazine. 

The most important center of the new spiritual fermenta- 
tion, however, was to be found in neutral Switzerland. As 
early as 1916, the German poet Hugo Ball, who had found 
military discipline in his country uncongenial, opened in 
Zurich a literary cafe which he called significantly “Cabaret 
Voltaire.” In this cabaret congregated, among others, Richard 
Huelsenbeck, another German poet in exile, Hans Arp, an 
Alsatian wood-carver. Dr. Val Serner, fresh from the Uni- 
versite de Geneve, and a dynamic young Rumanian named 
Tristan Tzara». All the members of this cosmopolitan group, 
uprooted from their normal environment by force of cir- 
cumstances, lived in a state of perpetual excitement mainly in 
order to avoid a painful tete-a-tete with their own moral dis- 
tress. They had very few ideas in common except the general 
conviction that the world which had been so harsh to them 
was irrevocably sinking into unfathomable imbecility. 

On February 8, 1916, in the course of a tumultuous gather- 
ing held at the “Cafe Terrasse,” they decided to adopt a name 
intended to show that they had given up every hope for 
human intelligence and were expecting still worse inanity 
from the future. Tristan Tzara then plunged a paper cutter 
at random into the pages of a Dictionnaire Larousse, opened 
the book, and read the word thus indicated: “Dada.” “Dada” 
is a childish utterance which is supposed to stand for the 
difficult word “cheval.” In fact, more often than not, “Dada” 
means nothing at all in the mind of an infant who prattles 
and babbles incoherently. “Dada” was hailed at once by all 
present as the fitting symbol of the meaningless, absurd con- 
dition of our epoch; thus was born the movement which was 
later to spread and to become famous under the name of 
Dadaism. 

For the time being, the Zurich group was still very small 



and practically unknown. In June 1916 a review was pub- 
lished, called “Cabaret Voltaire,” in which the word “Dada” 
made its first official appearance. In June 1917 the bulletin, 
Dada 7 , recueil d'art et de litterature, attracted some atten- 
tion, less for the intrinsic value of the articles it contained 
than on account of the violence of the language used. Dada II, 
which followed in the month of December of the same 
year, was an evidence of the persistency of the movement 
and of its growth. In December 1918, Dada III presented 
under the signature of Tristan Tzara a manifesto stating 
more or less clearly the purpose and program of the new 
school. 

The months following the Armistice saw the fusion of 
the vanguard groups of New York, Paris, and Zurich, as well 
as the sudden, astounding expansion of the destructive tend- 
encies which they had represented. A natural reaction, fol- 
lowing the tenseness of the war period, loosened all the ties 
that had kept public morale relatively firm during the worst 
of the crisis. Then the abolition of censorship enabled mal- 
contents of all sorts to voice unrestrainedly their criticisms 
and complaints. Everybody could now measure from the 
accumulated ruin the extent of the disaster visited upon 
western civilization. Soon the feelings of universal distress 
found in Dadaism a psychological outlet as well as a violent, 
vociferous expression. 

First Francis Picabia came from New York to Switzerland 
and published there a few pamphlets, such as U Athlete des 
pompes funebres, Dessins de la pile nee sans mm and Rateliers 
plat 07 iiques. His pictures made a profound impression upon 
Tristan Tzara and his friends on account of their elaborate 
and powerful absurdity. He was immediately recognized 
by them as the painter who had come to destroy the art of 
painting — the providential “anti-peintre.” Meanwhile, the 
Zurich group and the Parisian group of Litterature had estab- 



lished definite personal relations. When the bulletin Dada 
4-5 appeared in May 1919, the importance and variety of 
the contributions which had been received from all sides 
fully justified its new subtitle of Anthologie Dada. There- 
upon Tristan Tzara decided to go himself to Paris, where 
he was at once acknowledged as a leader by all. His friend 
Picabia and his more recent admirer Andr^ Breton willingly 
admitted his strong ascendency; they strove in perfect agree- 
ment with him for the new “ideal.” Tristan Tzara’s prestige 
was due essentially to the attitude of towering superiority he 
affected towards one and all, to the sharp, peremptory tone 
he assumed on every possible occasion, and to the brutal 
recklessness of all his utterances. His overbearing, dictatorial 
manner, however trying in the long run, conferred tempo- 
rarily upon the Dadaist movement an unexpected discipline 
and a most efficient activity. 

At the close of 1919 the unsuspecting general public was 
invited to attend a meeting organized by the group Littera- 
ture in the Palais des F^tes on the Rue Saint-Martin. Many 
candid men of good will flocked in, with the hope of lear ning 
at last something definite about the new trends in contem- 
porary art. They heard Andr^ Breton comment unintelli- 
gibly upon a picture which was made by Picabia on a 
blackboard with a piece of chalk and whose lines were wiped 
off as soon as they had been drawn. Afterwards Tristan Tzara 
read as fast as possible several newspaper cuttings, which 
nobody could understand, in the midst of the din caused by 
Paul Eluard and one of his friends who were busily occupied 
striking bells with all their strength. 

People went away either indignant or amused, according 
to their individual tempers; but all were thoroughly puzzled 
and disappointed. What had the grotesque manifestations 
they had just witnessed to do with true art? Indeed, nothing 
at all. The Dadaists were persuaded, as Jacques Vach^ had 



already proclaimed, that “L’art est une sottise” (5). Dada 
must not be considered as a philosophical movement or as 
an artistic theory; it is merely an expression of collective 
despair and anger. This mood was felt by many young men 
of the post-war period who were burning with a mad desire 
to insult everything that was still respected and honored by 
the sheep-like masses. They yearned to slap the face of an in- 
ept, sanguinary world and to drag through the mud the idols 
of a complacent, self-satisfied society. They found in their 
own outrageous behavior a measure of relief for their distress, 
and in their blasphemies a strange, almost sadistic delight. 

The only “idea” which could be discovered behind this 
outburst of deep-rooted rage was one of ruthless and frantic 
destruction. As Tristan Tzara had said, “Nous d^chirons, 
vent furieux, le linge des nuages et des pri^res et pr^parons 
le grand spectacle du d&astre, I’incendie, la d&omposi- 
tion” (6). Yet the Dadaists never attacked social institutions 
or intellectual standards as though they were dangerous 
obstacles whose resistance was to be broken by force. The 
very nature of their sarcasm implied that, in their view, our 
civilization was already in a state of total disintegration and 
decay. Their negations were intended to show the lack of 
real value, the lack of existence, as it were, of all qualities 
and all personalities — including our own -to which we 
assign a fictitious, illusory importance. That is what Georges 
Ribemont-Dessaignes wanted to express when he said: “What 
is beautiful? What is ugly? What is great, strong, weak? 
What is Carpentier, Renan, Foch? Don’t know! What is 
T? Don’t know! Don’t know, don’t know, don’t know!” (7) 

(5) Lettres de guerre, 9. 5. 18, p. 20. 

(6) Tristan Tzara, “Manifeste Dada,” Dada III, Zurich, December 1918; 
quoted by C. Sdn^chal, Les Grands Courants de la litteraire fran- 
gaise contemporaine, p. 380. 

(7) Quoted by A. Breton, “Pour Dada,” Les Pas perdus, pp. 93-94* 
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In their negative frenzy the Dadaists spared no one, not 
even their own spiritual forerunners. The Symbolists and 
Cubists had, to various degrees and with different objectives, 
denied practically all intrinsic value to external reality; with 
that part of their doctrines the Dadaists were in thorough 
agreement. But both Symbolists and Cubists had retained a 
mystic belief in a higher essence beyond the visible terrestrial 
shapes. The new generation refused to go that far. Said 
Jacques Vache: '‘We ignore Mallarme, without hatred, 
because he is dead. We don’t know Apollinaire any more 
because we suspect him of indulging in art too con- 
sciously . . .” (8); and also: “. . . Max Jacob . . . but then, 
you know, he has ended by taking himself seriously — grave 
intoxication, indeed!” (9) 

The Dadaists refused to take anybody or anything seri- 
ously. According to them, even to criticize a fact in earnest 
would confer upon it an importance which nothing on earth 
can possibly deserve. The best way to denounce the absurdity 
of the world is to paint it, to write about it, or to describe it 
as a blatant absurdity. The systematic stupidity of the Dadaist 
productions had an intention, if not a meaning: its aim was 
to convey the feeling that absolutely everything is idiotic and 
senseless. To those who asked for explanations, the Dadaists 
were unable to give an intelligible response without defeating 
their own purpose. As a rule, they replied with obscene or 
sacrilegious ejaculations, adding that, if people failed to 
understand, they were really grasping the very spirit of 
Dadaism, which was, by definition, meaningless. At a public 
meeting organized by the Dadaists on February 5, 1920, in 
the Salon des Independants, Francis Picabia read the follow- 
ing typical statement: “You do not understand, of course, 
what we are doing! Well, my dear friends, we understand 

( 8 )Lettres de guerre, 18. 8. 17, pp. 17-18. 

{Q)Ihid., 9. 5. 18, p. 20. 
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You don’t understand? Neither do I; how sad!” (10) 

Indeed, such lucubrations were profoundly sad, not only 
on account of their very silliness but because one could per- 
ceive in their expression the throb of a genuine pain. That 
a large number of young men, many of them well gifted and 
sincere, should have indulged in similar nonsense, con- 
clusively shows how tragic their distress was. With all prin- 
ciples, all directions, and all bearings irretrievably lost, the 
new generation, forlorn and wretched, could at first do 
nothing but proclaim its agony; and its clamor, however in- 
coherent and inarticulate, was at bottom infinitely less ridic- 
ulous than pathetic and even moving. 

Moreover, there was in the very violence of their attitude 
a proof of insuperable vitality. If they had been really over- 
whelmed and crushed by their hostile environment, they 
would have submitted resignedly to their fate. Their ve- 
hement protestations proved that their spirit, at least, had 
not been destroyed. They refused categorically to accept life 
and the world as they were. But was there not in this refusal 
the implicit postulate that life and the world could be im- 
proved? They themselves offered no plan whatever for im- 
provement, but their very revolt indicated potential hopes 
for a possible general transformation. For the time being, 
it is true, blinded by their own fury, they were not even 
conscious of their secret yearnings. But when the flood of 
their anger ebbed away, the old hopes emerged again. These 
aspirations showed little change since the time of Cubism 
and Futurism, but they were now rising in the midst of an 
entirely transformed moral landscape. Dadaism, like a short 
but furious storm, had wrecked everything in its path. Of 
the ancient traditional conventions, nothing had been left 

(10) Quoted by E. Bouvier, Initiation a la littirature d’aujonrd’hui 
(Paris: Renaissance du Livre, 1928), p. 89. 



standing. The emancipated spirits found themselves with a 
perfectly clean slate — a consummation of their long-cherished 
desire. 

The means by which the Dadaists effected this thorough 
liquidation of the past ~ and of the present as well — were, 
to say the least, disconcerting. In their writings they used 
incoherent vocables, just as these presented themselves to 
their minds, without any sort of preparation or elaboration. 
Their method did not differ greatly from that inaugurated 
by Lautreamont — the only one of their predecessors who had 
found grace in their eyes — but their purpose and the results 
which they obtained were even more stupefying. Their 
words were generally linked together by a fairly correct gram- 
matical syntax, though they were sometimes interspersed with 
foreign locutions, senseless groups of raucous syllables, or 
incomprehensible, imaginary hieroglyphs, but they never 
offered any logical meaning whatever. In fact, the Dadaists 
especially rejoiced when the chance meeting of disconnected 
expressions suggested a burlesque association of the most 
heteroclitic objects or circumstances. 

In painting, it was easy enough to put on a canvas iiregular 
lines and spots of color utterly devoid of signification. Since, 
however, it was not always easy to distinguish such produc- 
tions from the later Cubist works, the Dadaist painters sys- 
tematically applied a strange and peculiar process. In the 
formation of a picture they deliberately used all sorts of 
material generally considered as foreign to the technique of 
the plastic arts. They would glue upon a canvas little bits 
of string, fragments of metal, shreds of colored paper, and, 
above all, large cuttings of printed text. They were not the 
inventors of such a method, for it had been used, though in 
moderation, by Picasso before the first World War, but they 
gave it an extension and an implication which it had not 
hitherto possessed. Their idea was not to find a new modality 


Max Ernst: La b icicle tte [sic] graminSe 
gamie de grelots les grisons griveles et les 
ichinodermes courhants [sic] Vdchine pour 
quiter des caresses {c. 1920) 

Dadaism strives after systematic absurdity 





of personal expression, but simply to ruin the art of painting 
itself by making their pictures a dumping ground for samples 
of refuse. 

They attempted to discredit musical art in a similar fashion. 
Not only did Dadaist music present a hopeless potpourri of 
old melodic strains and harsh dissonances, but new “instru- 
ments,” such as automobile horns and typewriters, were 
occasionally brought into the orchestra; their noises were 
supposed to represent in a striking and up-to-date manner 
the dismal voice of our contemporary era. 

Outside these specific manifestations in the field of litera- 
ture and art, the Dadaists took care to display on every pos- 
sible occasion the most provocative behavior. They would 
shout gross and gratuitous insults at the visitors who attended 
their public festivals and meetings. Their avowed purpose 
was to excite reactions in an otherwise indifferent and pas- 
sive crowd. They very seldom failed to attain the hoped-for 
result, and they considered any of their gatherings a perfect 
success if it ended in a riot, with flying projectiles, and the 
intervention of the police. 

At the beginning of 1920 the Dadaists were forming a 
resolute and bellicose cohort, with their headquarters estab- 
lished at the “Caf^ Certa.” In the first rank were Tristan 
Tzara, Francis Picabia, Andrd Breton, Philippe Soupault, 
Louis Aragon, Paul Eluard, Georges Ribemont-Dessaignes, 
and, among the musicians, Erik Satie and Darius Milhaud. 
They had the moral support and sympathy of Andre Lhote, 
Pablo Picasso, Max Jacob, Andr^ Salmon, Pierre Reverdy, 
Jean Cocteau, Blaise Cendrars, Paul Morand, and the con- 
tinued approval of Paul Valery and Andr^ Gide. 

The Dadaist reviews prospered, attesting the vitality of 
the movement. LittSrature remained by far the most widely 
read of them all; with the publication of the Lettres de guerre 
of Jacques Vach^, it provided Dadaism with a basic text of 



174 fundamental importance, jp/ was still appearing intermit- 

tently, serving as a means of expression for Francis Picabia 
and the immediate circle of his friends. The bulletin Dada, 
which had started in Zurich and had been transferred to 
Paris after the Armistice, changed its name and became the 
Cannibale, remaining, however, the special organ of Tristan 
Tzara and his group. Finally a publishing firm, Au Sans 
Pareil, agreed to print and to put on the market a certain 
number of Dadaist “literary” productions. 

The Dadaist books do not deserve more than a cursory 
mention. They have absolutely no plot, they contain no 
idea, they offer no artistic value of any kind. They generally 
present a string of nonsensical expressions bearing provoca- 
tive but misleading or meaningless titles. The most prolific 
of all the Dadaist writers was undoubtedly Tristan Tzara. 
He has already published in Switzerland La Premiere Avert- 
ture celeste de M, Antipyrine; then appeared in Paris Cinema 
calendrier du cceur abstrait maisons, Mouchoirs de nuages, 
and Indicateur des chemins de cceur. In the same spirit, 
Andre Breton wrote Mont-de-Piete, Philippe Soupault Rose 
des vents, Paul Eluard Les Animaux et leurs hommes, Georges 
Ribemont-Dessaignes LCEil et son ceil. All these works, how- 
ever, failed to engage the attention of the general public; as 
a rule, they passed practically unnoticed. 

The most effective means the Dadaists had of arousing 
curiosity was to organize public “festivals.” Following the 
“Conference-Manifeste” of 1919 at the Palais des Fetes, other 
meetings took place during the first six months of 1920, 
when the Dadaist movement reached its zenith. Particu- 
larly hectic, and therefore “successful,” were those held on 
February 5 at the Salon des Independants, on March 7, at 
the Maison de I’CEuvre, and on May 26 at the Salle Gaveau. 
In nearly every case, the gathering was conducted according 
to the same routine: challenging manifestoes were first read 



or recited by prominent members of the group; then a few 
typical Dadaist works - poems, paintings, or pieces of music 
- were presented more or less humorously to the audience. 
The audience, as if taking up a clue, would start to hiss and 
throw things on the stage. Insults were hurled back and 
forth. Generally in the end the hall had to be cleared by 
force. 

Yet even such lively performances became in time almost 
monotonous: everybody knew what the regular development 
of the gathering and its final outcome would be. The public, 
which had been at first amazed and puzzled, then enraged 
by the taunts flung at them, now came to the meetings per- 
fectly aware of what was to be expected and with the avowed 
purpose of enjoying a turbulent, but on the whole fairly safe, 
form of rioting. The whole thing was turning into a farce. 
Progressively the most earnest and sincere of the Dada sym- 
pathizers withdrew, especially those who had supported the 
movement only from afar. Andre Gide, Paul Valery, Paul 
Morand, Max Jacob, Andre Salmon, Blaise Cendrars turned 
their backs discreetly upon a venture which was obviously 
leading nowhere. Jean Cocteau, who had never been offi- 
cially a Dadaist, but who had been favorable to Dada when 
the movement was the fashion of the day, now broke away 
with such violence that he was soon looked upon as an arch 
enemy by the staunch members of the group. The addition 
of a few new recruits, such as Benjamin Peret and Jacques 
Rigaut, did not make up for these heavy losses; and at the 
end of 1920 it was evident that Dadaism could not last much 
longer. 

The Dadaist movement had been essentially the result of 
temporary circumstances. The sufferings brought about by 
the first World War and the consequent period of morbid 
despair had linked together men who had no really deep 
affinities. The violence of their feelings of disgust had stifled 



for a xvhile individual antagonisms in temperament and 
outlook. An overwhelming spiritual revolt, general and sin- 
cere, had brought the movement into being. But, as the con- 
ditions which had started the movement came to an end, 
the wave of anger subsided. Soon the different characters 
and personalities reappeared in their normal guise, all the 
more sharply defined now that they had been cleared of all 
the intellectual sediment formerly deposited by convention 
and culture. 

Moreover, Dadaism had carried within itself from the very 
beginning the germs of its own dissolution. Dada was ad- 
mittedly the negation of all possible moral or artistic doc- 
trine. But was not such a stand the very negation of Dada 
itself, as a doctrine? Sooner or later the absolute nihilism 
of the Dadaists was bound to turn against them. Those 
whom they had exhorted to consider everything as a jest 
profited so well by the lesson that they refused to take seriously 
even their exhorters. Some of the most rabid Dadaists were 
ready to accept the consequences of that vicious circle of 
hopeless absurdity. But for a few of them — for the best 
and for the most sincere — the situation had become posi- 
tively unbearable. 

Above all, there was in many, after the tremendous, 
wanton destruction caused by the war, a secret desire to 
rebuild. This normal aspiration, which had been obscured 
during times of anguish and stress, began to make itself 
felt again. Art had been ridiculed, along with the rest, 
unmercifully; but even though joining in the derisive 
chorus for a while, true artists could not but suffer in- 
wardly from such a challenge to their deeper nature. They 
must have realized, of course, that Dada meant for them 
complete emancipation from the shackles of the past. Yet 
their productive faculties craved expression; at the 
end of 1920 a marked dissatisfaction with Dada and its 



principle became evident almost simultaneously every- 
where. 

This dissatisfaction expressed itself at first by personal 
bickerings between the various leaders of the group. De- 
rogatory remarks were exchanged and repeated; friction de- 
veloped about insignificant trifles; anonymous letters were 
sent in numbers; the atmosphere once so entertaining and 
so friendly became charged with suspicion and intrigue. 
Francis Picabia was the first to retire officially from the move- 
ment and to take a stand openly against Dada’s pointless 
sterility. Andr6 Breton followed him shortly afterwards, but 
maintained an attitude of diplomatic friendliness towards 
all his former companions. 

By that time Andr^ Breton had reached the belief that a 
common positive element could be extracted from the con- 
fused medley of individual opinions that tended to manifest 
themselves among the upholders of advanced literature and 
art. His ambition was to bring about the clear enunciation 
of that constructive principle. For that purpose, he wanted 
all the leading Cubists, Futurists, Jiadaists, etc. to meet in a 
“Congr^s de I’Esprit Moderne” which would be held in 
Paris. There, official speeches would be pronounced, pro- 
grams would be submitted and scrutinized, and free dis- 
cussion would straighten particular difficulties. Stenographers 
would take down verbatim all statements made, and these 
statements would be published later on. Thus, thought An- 
dr6 Breton, it would be possible to ascertain the position of 
everyone and to draw conclusions about any common ground 
which might serve as a basis for further progress. 

Francis Picabia assured Andr^ Breton of his wholehearted 
support; when the latter approached Tristan Tzara and his 
followers on the subject, he received from them a disappoint- 
ing, though perfectly consistent, reply. Faithful to the original 
destructive conception of Dadaism, they agreed to participate 



in the congress on one condition: that an imposing, elaborate 
spiritual platform be drawn up, supposedly to formulate 
‘‘L’Esprit Moderne.” Then, through some stratagem care- 
fully planned in advance, the complete collapse of the whole 
enterprise would be brought about. Nothing would dem- 
onstrate more strikingly than such a sensational fiasco the 
absolute inanity of everything! 

Naturally, Andre Breton did not want his congress to be a 
failure. He was sincere in his search for a way out of the 
swamps of Dadaism. He resented bitterly what he considered 
as a sabotage of his long-cherished plan. Soon the quarrel 
spread and became general. Acrimonious words were ex- 
changed, and mutual accusations of bad faith were flung 
right and left. For example, Andre Breton said that Tristan 
Tzara had not really written the Manifeste Dada published 
under his signature in 1918; its veritable author was, he 
alleged, Val Serner. Then, adding insult to injury, he 
charged that Tristan Tzara was guilty of equivocal collusion 
with Public Enemy No. 1: Jean Cocteau! The break was 
now complete. 

The “Congres de I’Esprit Moderne” did not materialize, 
and in the midst of the heated controversies which it aroused 
in the course of 1921 Dada breathed its last. 



V. Surrealism 179 

The attempt of Andre Breton to bring about a “Congrb 
de I’Esprit Moderne” had been to a large extent prompted 
by a peculiar discovery he had made almost by chance, and 
which was to affect in a decisive manner the whole course 
of contemporary literature and art. 

As early as 1919 - that is to say, in the very midst of the 
Dadaist turmoil - Breton had a most unusual personal ex- 
perience. One evening, as he was about to fall asleep, he 
became aware that a sentence, grammatically correct, though 
preposterous from the standpoint of reason, was, according 
to his own expression, “knocking at the window-pane” (1) 
of his consciousness. The wording of that sentence, which 
he could not recall exactly aftenvards, was something like 
this: “II y eut un homme coupe en deux par une fenetre” (2). 

At the same time he fancied that he saw, though very faintly, 
the image of a man walking erect, whose body was truncated 
at the waist by a large horizontal window. However surprised 
he must have been at the oddity of the sentence and the 
accompanying image, Andr^ Breton was too good a Dadaist 
to reject either on account of their absurdity. He therefore 
made a point of retaining them in his consciousness. No 
sooner had they taken their place in the stream of his thoughts 
than they were followed by another sentence and another 
image, both apparently unconnected with the former and 
equally absurd. These, having been in their turn ad- 
mitted by Breton, brought in their train a series of similar 
phrases all appearing spontaneously and all completely irra- 
tional. 

It must be said that, when all this occurred, Andr6 Breton 
was so miserably poor that, as he informs us himself, “Je ne 

(1) A. Breton, Manifeste du Surrealisme (Paris: S. Kra, igag), p. gg. 

{2) Ibid. 



i8o mangeais pas tous les jours a cette epoque”( 3 ), it is 

quite possible that sheer starvation may have been the true 
cause of this curious brain storm. Whatever their origin, 
these incomprehensible sentences obsessed him so imperiously 
that he felt impelled to investigate thoroughly the mysterious 
message they might be meant to convey. 

Andr^ Breton discussed at length with his friend Philippe 
Soupault the phases and aspects of his psychic experience. 
Both decided to try to place themselves, as an experiment, in 
conditions which would reproduce as closely as possible the 
circumstances of the original phenomenon. Sitting together 
in a quiet room, and excluding as best they could all definite 
and clear ideas from their intellect, as happens naturally 
when we are about to fall asleep, they jotted down on paper 
whatever rambling thoughts came to their passive minds. At 
the end of one day they had each covered approximately 
fifty pages of fairly close writing. They then compared the 
results obtained. Certain similarities between their “pro- 
ductions” were truly striking. In both cases the writer, read- 
ing over the pages he had composed, experienced the feeling 
of having a text completely foreign to his own personality. 
He discovered elements which did not seem to belong to the 
Ego that he knew, elements which, in fact, surprised him as 
if coming from a source entirely different from his normal 
conscious self. Further, throbbing between the lines, there 
seemed to be an emotion infinitely more intense and rich 
than that usually evoked by the individual sentences. Finally, 
these pages offered, in spite of their absurdity, a wealth of 
imagery which neither author would have been able to pro- 
duce deliberately even at the cost of long and arduous effort. 

After a close study of their texts, Breton and Soupault 
reached the conclusion that these revealed a number of hid- 
den spiritual qualities and facts, less obvious than the 
(3) Manifeste du Surrialisme, p. 40. 





properties of the material forms surrounding us, but existing 
really, objectively - as really and objectively as anything we 
can perceive. This subconscious “divulgation d’un certain 
nombre de proprietds et de faits non moins objectifs, en 
somme, que les autres” (4) is the very foundation of the 
movement known as Surrealism. 

Andrd Breton and Philippe Soupault had thought at first 
of calling “supernaturaliste” - after Gerard de Nerval - this 
new mode of investigation and expression. Subsequently, 
however, they decided to adopt the name “Surrealisme” as a 
homage to the memory of Guillaume Apollinaire (5). Apol- 
linaire had used the word “Surrdaliste” in connection with 
the attempt — not infrequent among Cubist writers — to attain 
a higher reality through the medium of an unbridled verbal- 
ism; but Apollinaire does not seem to have considered this 
process as a regular method of research, and he never pro- 
pounded a systematic theory of its legitimate use. Andr6 
Breton and Philippe Soupault set out to formulate a compre- 
hensive and coherent program of studies, taking as a basic 
principle the possibility of the revelation of a superior, “sur- 
realist” truth, thanks to the automatic development of man’s 
subconscious psychic powers. 

Their first step was to pursue the work of automatic 
writing which they had practiced originally as an experi- 
ment. In 1921 they were able to publish under the title of 
Les Champs magnetiques a small volume presenting, with- 
out correction or improvement of any sort, a number of 
pages composed by themselves according to the new method, 
while their rational minds were in a state of more or less 
perfect vacuity. 

The example set by this book — and above all the message 
carried by Breton and Soupault in many animated personal 

(4) Manifeste du Surrealisme, p. 44. 

( 5 ) Ibid. 
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convcrScitions — zirouscd sl vivid interest in the advanced 
literary circles of Paris. It was precisely the time when Dada- 
ism was disintegrating and when many felt the urgent need 
of more positive, constructive efforts. The failure of the “Con- 
gres de I’Esprit Moderne,” on which not a few had pinned 
their hope, had shown the impossibility of a fruitful col- 
laboration with certain irreducible extremists. Then public 
attention was focussed upon Andre Breton personally, for 
his attitude had been irreproachable throughout the whole 
affair. Thus Breton found himself at the center of a small 
group, enthusiastic and sincere, but composed for the most 
part of heterogeneous elements brought together by pro- 
foundly varying currents of thought. 

Among these currents of thought, the most obvious, per- 
haps, was the one issuing from the old Cubist doctrine. Like 
the Cubists of the pre-war period, many of the younger men 
belonging to the new generation were anxious to reach be- 
yond the screen of our visible universe a higher truth of an 
ideal nature; like the Cubists, they believed that this could 
be achieved only through the systematic disintegration of 
conventional concepts. The Dadaists had added to this a note 
of angry violence. After them, the destruction of the conven- 
tional concepts could be viewed only in terms of aggressive 
and subversive absurdity. 

It has been seen how at the close of the nineteenth cen- 
tury scientific discoveries had provoked a grave spiritual 
crisis by shaking the belief in the value of the forms of reality 
amidst which we live. Now the latest results of scientific 
investigation, revealed to the general public in the years 
following the first World War, definitively ruined what re- 
mained of the former confidence in the value of logical 
reasoning. The theories about relativity, devised mainly by 
Einstein, left aghast those who, in spite of everything, had 
obstinately trusted the evidence of common sense. Was it 



not said that a straight line, if pursued indefinitely, would 
somehow return to its original starting-point? Even Time 
could no longer be considered as an Absolute, forever im- 
mutable and identical with itself — so that, for instance, 
two clocks traveling concurrently but with different speeds' 
would, when simultaneously observed, mark different times 
and nevertheless both be correct. Further, Space, which it 
had been almost axiomatic to qualify as infinite, was in 
reality finite, and yet, through some bewildering antinomy, 
at the same time boundless! 

No layman could, of course, check the accuracy of such 
or similar assertions. Neither was there any general specula- 
tion as to whether, from a philosophical standpoint, con- 
cepts of this kind had any bearing upon the question of the 
value of abstract logic or human mental categories. These 
astounding theories, backed as they were by the highest 
scientific authorities of the day, gave to the average cultured 
man the impression that normal, sound judgment could not 
be relied upon to distinguish between the possible and the 
preposterous. After all, the universe constituted a baffling 
mystery, altogether beyond the grasp of clear intelligence; 
one might expect even what seemed to be the craziest ideas 
to turn eventually into respected expressions of an incom- 
prehensible truth. Thus the diffusion of Einstein*s ideas 
prepared the post-war generation psychologically to accept 
the most disconcerting hypotheses and to follow with sym- 
pathy any unorthodox attempt to explore the ever-growing 
domain of the unknown. 

Approximately at the same time the spread of the psycho- 
analytic doctrines of Freud and his associates brought about 
an almost complete revolution in the accepted ideas about 
the workings of the human mind. Certain widely known 
aspects of Freud’s theories - for instance, those pertaining to 
the role of sex — have little to do with the development of 



Surrealism. Some o£ his clinical principles and therapeutic 
methods, however, exerted a decisive influence upon the 
elaboration of the program of the new school. Andre Breton 
himself was a physician specializing in nervous and mental 
diseases, and therefore thoroughly acquainted with the medi- 
cal angle of the Freudian doctrines. As a rule, the Surrealists 
took from psychoanalysis the general notion that the sub- 
conscious constitutes the fundamental basis, the essential 
reality of our mental life. The subconscious is the truth, a 
truth most of the time too crude and too potent for our shy, 
convention-ridden selves to bear; so clear intelligence is con- 
stantly busy disguising that truth, suppressing our instinctive, 
obscure aavings or giving them a fallacious, sublimated ex- 
pression through symbolical ideas or imaginings. The all- 
important subconscious can be reached and liberated only 
by some method capable of eliminating intelligence tem- 
porarily from the field of man’s mental activity. 

The Surrealists evinced a special interest in one particular 
method, which is used by psychoanalysts for curative pur- 
poses, but which appeared to Andr6 Breton and his friends 
essentially as a means for revealing facets of human nature 
hitherto held inaccessible to direct observation. A subject 
is invited to clear his mind of any specific preoccupation and 
to formulate rapidly the words or sentences which may present 
themselves to him, without giving his intelligence an oppor- 
tunity to censor or to interpret whatever surges up from the 
depths of his subconsciousness. In this manner, deep, genu- 
ine sentiments come to the surface which otherwise would 
remain concealed, unknown to the patient himself, buried 
in the secret recesses of his personality. Then it is sometimes 
possible for a competent psychoanalyst to discover a clue 
enabling him eventually to uproot the original cause of the 
patient’s mental disorder. 

Now the phenomenon of spontaneous verbal suggestion 



which had first aroused Andre Breton’s curiosity undoubtedly 
offered striking similarities to the conditions artificially and 
deliberately created by the psychoanalysts. The experiment 
in which Breton indulged subsequently with the collabora- 
tion of Philippe Soupault was, we are informed (6), directly 
inspired by their methods. More generally, among cultured 
men in France at that time, even those who were much less 
versed than Andre Breton in medical technique could not 
but be deeply interested in the new theories which claimed 
to cast a revealing light upon some of the most obscure sides 
of human nature. Around the years 1920-25, psychoanalysis 
was the great novelty, the latest vogue of the day; and even 
though its conclusions were not accepted by all, certain of 
its theses became so widely known that they influenced pro- 
foundly the views held by the public about the possibilities 
of mysterious revelations to be expected from the subcon- 
scious mind. 

In conjunction with this renewed concern for the more 
hidden aspects of our spiritual life, the works of two in- 
spired, visionary writers of a previous generation, Rimbaud 
and Lautrdamont, rose quickly to a climax of influence and 
fame. Rimbaud’s talent had been recognized, it is true, even 
during his lifetime; since then his reputation had been grow- 
ing in a slow, steady manner. Admiration, however, had 
gone mainly in the past to the supreme artistry of his works, 
conjoined with an intense curiosity for the picturesque eccen- 
tricity of his career. But the revoke in him had received 
scant applause, and the esoteric prophet had been more often 
than not misunderstood or ignored. The modem genera- 
tion, however, was better prepared to receive this particular 
part of his message. The Cubists already had held him in 
high reverence. For the post-war generation he became the 
great precursor and the exalted model whose ideas were to 

( 6 )Manifeste du Surrialisme, p. 41. 



be integrated almost in their entirety within the framework 
of Surrealist doctrine. 

The case of Lautr&mont was perhaps even more striking. 
For nearly half a century, he had been but little known, and 
he had met with scant appreciation from professional critics. 
No reprint of his works had been made since 1890, and his 
influence on literature was practically nil. Then the rebel- 
lious attitude evident in his works struck the imagination of 
the Dadaists. The inexhaustible flow of sentences gushing 
out freely from the inmost part of his subconsciousness con- 
stituted for the new school a precedent of inestimable worth. 
In 1920 the publishing firm. La Sirene, sponsored by Andrd 
Salmon, issued a new edition of Les Chants de Maldoror. 
This book enjoyed at once such a tremendous success that 
within a few years five new editions were put on the market 
and readily absorbed by a now much interested public. 

From this welter of heterogeneous movements and the- 
ories, from the conjoined influence of Cubism, Dadaism, 
relativity, psychoanalysis, Rimbaud, and Lautreamont, a few 
definite tendencies began to assert themselves, in the early 
1920’s, among the young men who were then surrounding 
Andr^ Breton. The original nucleus of common ideas within 
that group constituted rather a general plan for further 
research than a program to be carried out systematically. 
The essential points about which the first Surrealists found 
themselves in agreement were approximately as follows: they 
were all possessed with an almost mystic faith in the existence 
of a higher Reality beyond the pale of our everyday experi- 
ence; their great purpose in life was to strive with all their 
might to grasp as much as possible of this sublime essence: 
they were convinced that clear reason could not help them at 
all in their quest; further, they felt that the data provided 
for man by discursive intelligence would have to be elim- 
inated as obstructing the way towards their supreme ideal. 
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In their view the only means of access to Surreality was 
through the avenue of the subconscious mind. How to use 
this avenue for their search was the main problem which they 
hoped to solve in the course of their future investigations. 
They believed, however, that they had already found a first 
key to the enigma in the automatic development of irrational 
thought, springing, in certain privileged circumstances, from 
the depths of human consciousness. 

After long and impassioned discussions, the new school 
came officially into being in October 1924, when Andre 
Breton published his Manifeste du Surrealisme. Shortly 
afterwards, on December 1 of the same year, appeared the 
review La Revolution surrealiste, which was to be the organ 
of the newly organized group. The group included a num- 
ber of former Dadaists; also a few enthusiastic newcomers. 
The outstanding personalities were then Andre Breton, 
Philippe Soupault, Louis Aragon, Paul Eluard, Jacques Ri- 
gaut, Rene Crevel, Robert Desnos, and Pierre Naville. Fran- 
cis Picabia expressed his formal support of the Surrealist 
aspirations. It is noteworthy, however, that painters at first 
played a role of minor importance in the formation of the 
school. Tristan Tzara and his friends remained aloof, if not 
hostile. The mainspring of the movement was evidently 
Andr6 Breton, and his leadership was openly conseaated 
when, after its third issue, he assumed the direction of La 
Evolution surrealiste. 

The very name of La Evolution surrealiste — which was 
changed to Le Surrealisme au service de la Revolution in 
iggo- was indicative of certain subversive trends within the 
Surrealist group, trends which were soon to be a cause of 
endless and inextricable difficulties. It must be remembered 
that Surrealism developed in an environment which was far 
from calm and happy. It was conceived in the throes of the 
post-war crisis, and it was born in an atmosphere of exalta- 



tion and fever. It did not spring into being ex nihilo, with- 
out antecedent of any kind, but succeeded directly to the 
frantic extravagances of the Dadaist revolt. At the origin of 
the Surrealist search for something more vital than the com- 
monplace world that we know, there was a refusal to accept 
as inevitable its cruel and tyrannical oppression. At the basis 
of the contempt for clear intelligence there was a rejection of 
all the ancient forms of our culture founded on reason. At 
the bottom of the trust placed in the subconscious aspects of 
human thought, there was an implicit glorification of the 
urges and cravings which are condemned by our “conven- 
tional” moral conscience. 

In short, the longing for the so-called Surreel was naught 
but the counterpart of an attitude of negation and destruc- 
tion towards all the ruling standards of our life. So when 
Jacques Rigaut committed suicide by shooting himself in 
1929, his death was greeted, as that of Jacques Vachd had 
been, with the reverence due to a thoroughly sincere man, 
almost that due to a martyr. While to an outside observer, 
the constructive aspirations and the feelings of revolt of the 
Surrealist movement appear as two complementary sides of 
the same complex phenomenon, for the adherents of the 
school themselves the coexistence of these contradictory views 
very soon took on most disturbing, even dramatic, implia- 
tions. How was a sincere man to reconcile in practice de- 
structive activity and aeative research? If a choice had to be 
made, which was to take precedence over the other? Opinions, 
of course, were divided; hence a multiplicity of quarrels and 
internal polemics, which almost from the start marred the 
harmony and hampered the efficient work of the new Sur- 
realist group. 

Certain Surrealists held that their essential contribution 
lay in the field of psychology, literature, and art. They did 
not deny that the ultimate goal towards which all should 



strive was a transformation in the conditions of existence of 
a harried humanity. They believed, however, that a change 
in this regard could best be effected through alterations in 
the general ways of thinking, alterations which, according to 
them, their future discoveries would unfailingly produce 
within a short time. With this in mind, they concentrated 
their efforts upon the quest of a transcendent Surreality, per- 
suaded that its sublime radiance would eventually illumine 
and regenerate the soul of desperate mankind. 

Other Surrealists, reversing this order of thinking, held 
that it was impossible to reach any Surreality as long as man- 
kind faced the present distressing circumstances. The most 
urgent task was to precipitate the general upheaval, which, 
according to them, was to make a clean slate for the future, 
with all social problems obliterated. They admitted the 
interest and the value of psychological researches beyond the 
range of clear consciousness; at the same time they asked for 
more direct and decisive action. 

Violently tossed between these conflicting tendencies, Sur- 
realism failed to make any marked headway during the first 
five years of its existence. The most striking feature of its 
evolution in the course of that period was the ascendency 
acquired by the artistic group over the literary element. At 
the beginning the writers had maintained, at least in the 
realm of theory, a position of almost undisputed leadership. 
As time went on, however, the painters — perhaps because, 
by the nature of their work, they were less directly impli- 
cated in political controversies, or perhaps because their 
contributions caught the public eye more aggressively — 
attracted increasing curiosity and aroused widespread dis- 
cussion. It was essentially through their medium that the 
movement became known throughout France, and even 
eventually extended its influence abroad. 

. Meanwhile Andr^ Breton tried to maintain, outwardly at 
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least, the unity of the Surrealist group. By dint of incessant 
friendly negotiations, and thanks to ever-renewed diplomatic 
compromises, he succeeded for a while in holding together 
the two trends of thought, which, although originating from 
the same historical circumstances, were becoming more and 
more divergent in their practical application. Yet, in spite of 
all efforts at conciliation, the inevitable rupture came. Cer- 
tain Surrealists, impatient with Andr^ Breton’s dilatory and 
wavering attitude, broke away from him and devoted them- 
selves openly to political propaganda. The most sensational 
instance of secession was the case of Louis Aragon, who not 
only deserted his old Surrealist associates but also gave up in 
anger the elaborate literary technique which he had formerly 
evolved, essentially under their influence. 

Soon feeling ran high, and bitter words were exchanged; 
resignations and expulsions multiplied, much to the amuse- 
ment of outsiders- Following Louis Aragon, for one reason 
or another, Philippe Soupault, Francis Picabia, Georges 
Ribemont-Dessaignes, Robert Desnos, Pierre Naville — that 
is to say, the greater part of the original Surrealist group — 
withdrew individually from the school. Andr^ Breton, it is 
true, had become reconciled with Tristan Tzara and had 
acquired a few new recruits, such as Georges Hugnet and 
Rene Char. But certain of these adherents were of doubtful 
value. When Rene Crevel committed suicide in 1935, there 
remained only Paul Eluard as outstanding poet in the group 
who was still faithful to the standard of the old leader. The 
Surrealists at this point appeared to be facing complete dis- 
solution and rout. 

Then, suddenly, powerful reinforcements coming from 
unexpected quarters not only enabled them to consolidate 
their position but even helped them to regain all the ground 
they had lost during the internecine feud of the past years. 
In its earlier days, Surrealism had crossed the frontiers of 
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France and had found in Central Europe an exceptionally 191 

favorable reception. The moral and material distress pre- 
vailing there since the Armistice had created an ideal ground 
for the breeding of “advanced” theories in literature and art. 

When the Surrealist movement developed in Paris, its posi- 
tive program made an enormous impression upon those 
artists of Central Europe who were still seeking a formula of 
their own. As a rule, Surrealism was not adopted by them in 
its entirety, but it provided them with practical guidance and 
with theoretical justification for their special pursuits. 

When the Nazi government, however, became firmly estab- 
lished in Germany, all the vanguard artists were regarded 
with definite suspicion by the new official regime. It is said 
that Adolf Hitler, believing himself to be a connoisseur in 
art, reacted personally in the most violent manner against all 
types of modernistic painting. As a consequence, a mass emi- 
gration of vanguard artists was started not only from Ger- 
many but also from all the countries of Central Europe 
threatened by the expansion of the German system. Further, 
the authoritarian state sold abroad the most valuable modern 
pictures it possessed, thus resplenishing its treasury with 
welcome foreign monies and also purifying its own art gal- 
leries of the taint of “degenerate” art. 

The majority of the exiled artists, and many of the dis- 
carded works of art, found their way to New York, London, 
and Paris. In these three centers of artistic life, Surrealism, 
which lately had been obviously on the wane, experienced 
after 1936 an astonishing revival. In Paris, especially, the 
Surrealist recovery was spectacular. Old differences within 
the group were adjusted; direct political action was relegated 
to a secondary place; exhibitions of the new art multiplied; 
the general public again took notice and again began to 
wonder. 

Andr^ Breton once more rose to a position of respected 



leadership. In 1938 an exposition was held at the Galerie des 
Beaux-Arts in order to advertise and celebrate this renewal 
of Surrealist influence. Much to the visitors’ surprise, there 
were to be seen in several rooms, hanging from the ceiling, 
scores of little bags all containing coal! There is in Paris a 
very well-known coal dealer of the name of Breton, otherwise 
unconnected, however, with the Surrealist writer. The un- 
usual decoration adopted at the exposition was intended to 
suggest - through an easily understandable pun, typical of 
the Surrealists, who cherish subconscious associations of un- 
related words — that the whole exposition was placed under 
the aegis, as it were, of “Breton.” 

Andr^ Breton and Paul Eluard are at present the two out- 
standing representatives of literary Surrealism in France. 
Surrealism, it is true, has made its influence felt much beyond 
the range of the group’s own membership. From an early 
date the whole field of poetry has been, to an important 
degree, permeated with its doctrine. Nowadays the novel, 
too, is obliged to admit increasingly numerous elements de- 
rived from this source. Yet, though Surrealism constitutes an 
important factor in the development of contemporary French 
literature, its contributions in the domain of decoration and 
painting have lately attracted far more attention on the part 
of the general public. Indeed, the emigration which was 
determined by the Central European crisis and which brought 
about a strong revival of modernistic doctrines in Paris was 
of much less consequence for pure letters than for the plastic 
arts. Foreign vanguard authors, handicapped by the differ- 
ence in language, could not affect French literary production 
in any perceptible manner. Foreign artists, on the contrary, 
could express themselves just as easily in one country as in 
another, and their works were to a large extent responsible 
for the renewed interest shown in France in the ideas pre- 
sented by the Surrealists. Yet it must not be forgotten that 



these ideas had originally been elaborated by the French 
writers themselves. Even now, when the most arresting and 
sensational manifestations of Surrealism are perhaps to be 
found in the works of painters, the literary group headed by 
Andre Breton remains still in the lead for the systematic 
presentation of its theoretical principles and for the direction 
of the spiritual researches which it implies. 

The theoretical principles upon which the Surrealist doc- 
trine is based form a complicated ensemble whose intricacies 
still baffle the majority of the cultivated public. In order to 
understand their development and their bearing, it is essen- 
tial to follow the successive stages that mark, according to the 
adherents of the new school, the evolution of an average 
human mind from early childhood up to an adult, “reason- 
able” age. 

The Surrealists assume that all young children live mostly 
in an enchanted, miraculous world, lying halfway between 
actual reality and the magic realm of dreams. The little girl 
nursing a wooden doll, the little boy pretending to be a 
pirate and sitting in an empty crate which for him represents 
a ship on the high seas, both enjoy a state of intense exalta- 
tion which has no parallel in the experience of the adult. 
These privileged moments are endowed with such rich 
poetical charm that man always recalls this period of his 
existence wistfully, with a sentiment of regret and loss. 

It must be noted that the domain in which children move 
so freely is not purely ideal. Their imagination requires a 
strong and definite support based upon conaete fact. The 
empty crate for the little boy, and the doll for the little girl, 
play an indispensable r 61 e in the formal expression of their 
complex piratical instincts or maternal feelings. If, on the 
one hand, imagination completely transfigures for them inert 
and banal playthings, on the other hand the tangible reality 



of the toys themselves confers upon their fleeting turns of 
fancy the convincing objectiveness of actual, solid existence. 
Thus children find themselves at the intersection of two 
worlds not at all antagonistic but properly complementing 
each other. Children do not have to escape — as do so many 
adults — from an uncongenial environment into a separate 
and distinct realm of dreams. For them fact and fancy blend 
in perfect harmony; at the core of this harmony they are able 
to seize, all intuitively, the elusive, mysterious soul of the 
universe. 

As the child grows up, this magic vision of the world is 
slowly but ineluctably obscured. The practical necessities of 
life and, above all, the conjoined efforts of parents, teachers, 
and friends tend to substitute for his direct and original per- 
ceptions a set of impersonal and ready-made ideas. Progres- 
sively, the child learns to see the world in a definite and con- 
ventional manner. Colors, smells, sounds which formerly 
spoke to him a secret and symbolic language turn into plain 
informative signs of usefulness, pleasure, and danger. Soon 
he becomes nearly incapable of any autonomous interpreta- 
tion of his own surroundings. He merely repeats with fair 
accuracy the practical lessons impressed upon him, and, as 
his outlook upon life grows more and more “sensible” and 
stale, all the adults in his family rejoice at the wonderful 
progress of his education! The aim of traditional education 
is to awaken sound judgment and the faculty of reasoning, 
that is to say, to banish all nonsense and to give due recogni- 
tion to actual facts. When this purpose has been achieved, 
the world of imagination and the world of reality are no 
longer inextricably interwoven. They are definitively sepa- 
rated, and disaiminating intelligence keeps them inexorably 
apart in two distinct mental compartments. 

For a while, however, as a rule, imagination retains a curi- 
ous independent activity. It is the time of adolescence, when 



young men and young women indulge in secret, wonderful 
daydreams. Yet, though they may find delightful entertain- 
ment in their fancies, they know full well, deep in their 
hearts, that these inventions of their mind do not correspond 
in reality to anything tangible and solid. That is why day- 
dreams, even if temporarily pleasurable, always prove in the 
end to be profoundly unsatisfying. 

Further, the imaginative faculties, working so to speak in a 
vacuum, and lacking the substantial aliment of facts, soon fall 
into a state of atrophy. After the age of twenty, very few 
retain more than a dim, whimsical recollection of the fasci- 
nating realm wherein they spent their younger years. Then 
nearly all possibility of intense, spontaneous enthusiasm as a 
result of contact with the simplest aspects of nature is irre- 
trievably lost. As a man grows up, he evolves into a well- 
regulated automaton, whose comportment is determined by 
positive material considerations and by shrewd intellectual 
reasoning. At the same time, a hopeless mediocrity has 
settled somehow upon all his actions and desires. Of that 
condition he is only too well aware; he suffers, mourning for 
the lack of any sublime inspiration in his everyday humdrum 
existence. Sublime inspiration has been so well expunged 
from his life by the combined pressure of practical utility 
and social influence that the average adult seems condemned 
to run endlessly in a maddening circle of inescapable dull- 
ness. 

Yet the Surrealists believe that in most of us the capacity 
for genuine enthusiasm is not altogether annihilated. Even 
if we allow our lives to be ruled outwardly by a rational and 
practical conventionalism, our suppressed mystic tendencies 
often find a safe refuge in the depths of our subconsciousness. 
Since all manifestations of their existence are prohibited by 
the prevailing pattern of our material environment as well as 
by the imperious consorship of our intellect, they must be 



content to subsist only latently in the most remote and hidden 
corners o£ our mind. In the usual course of things, these 
tendencies are given no chance to play a decisive part in the 
motivation of our everyday behavior. They may cause in us, 
it is true, some indefinite restlessness; they may even arouse 
temporarily a nostalgic longing for the unknown; but as a 
rule, after a few futile attempts at self-expression, they are 
reduced to silence and ruthlessly driven back to their shel- 
tering obscurity. 

The purpose of Surrealism is to liberate from all shackles 
these supposedly rich and fecund potentialities of our inner 
being. We must grant them, say the Surrealists, absolute 
freedom and allow them to give us their message in its illu- 
minating entirety. Further, we should deliberately help them 
to regain the vigor which they must have lost during years of 
paralyzing idleness. Through wholesome, regular exercise, 
the dormant forces lying in our subconsciousness will eventu- 
ally get back the power which was theirs at the time of child- 
hood. Moreover, that power will undoubtedly increase much 
beyond its original scope, since our adult mind, fully devel- 
oped and grown, has come to possess an intrinsic strength far 
superior to that of our formative period. Thus it will be 
possible again to achieve an intense and intimate communion 
between the human personality and the essence of the uni- 
verse. Thus human life will acquire its true, enthralling 
signification upon a higher transcendental plane. Thus new 
creative energies will be released which may be able in the 
end to transfigure all the forms and modes of our existence 
on earth. 

Surrealism, nevertheless, does not advocate, as has some- 
times been said, a pure and simple return to infantilism. The 
Surrealists believe that practical and rational education does 
thwart infinitely precious aptitudes which manifest them- 
selves freely only during childhood. Yet, in their view, these 



aptitudes should not be merely resurrected at the elementary 
stage in which they are at the beginning of our life. They 
should be cultivated, made to unfold and expand, for prob- 
ably they hold the solution to the enigma of our existence as 
well as the essential key to sublime happiness. 

In order to achieve their aims, the Surrealists feel that they 
have to pursue concurrently two seemingly different objec- 
tives. First, they must break the bonds of practical and logical 
thinking in order to release our subconscious imagination. 
Second, they must devise means to enable the Surreel to 
develop and extend its empire over man’s complete destiny. 
These two complementary aspects of Surrealism are often 
combined in Surrealist works; they are not easily distin- 
guished by a casual observer. It is important, however, to 
separate clearly their manifestations, since they correspond 
to two successive stages in the development of Surrealist 
research. 

According to the Surrealists, the liberation of our sub- 
conscious mind can best be effected through an attitude of 
deliberate censorship towards all the accepted forms of tradi- 
tional thinking. In their view, the interpretation of the world 
offered by our intellect does not correspond to anything truly 
essential either in the deep constitution of man or in the 
fundamental nature of things. In truth, intellect may be 
compared to a screen interposed between our Ego and the 
radiant effulgence of the universe. Such a screen may be 
convenient for practical purposes, but it is decidedly an 
obstacle to our direct communication with the rest of the 
Cosmos. Therefore, all means are legitimate which might 
bring about its total and final disintegration. Irony, ridicule, 
sarcasm are our most efficient weapons in this struggle for our 
complete inward enfranchisement. Every fixed form of 
opinion or expression must be discarded as arbitrary and 
absurd. Every established law about aesthetics or morals 



must be ruthlessly swept away in order to leave room for 
absolute freedom. 

These negative and destructive theories do not present at 
first sight any special feature that is original and new. It has 
been seen how - before the Surrealists - Rimbaud, Lautr^a- 
mont, Jarry, the Cubists, and the Dadaists had set sensational 
precedents of revolt against the most respected traditional 
standards. The main contribution of the Surrealists in this 
respect seems to be a thorough systematization of their at- 
tacks upon these standards. For a long time before them, the 
indictment of the various forms of our conventional life had 
been a reaction of anger in the face of the imbecility or the 
cruelty of man’s present-day surroundings. Going beyond 
this, the Surrealists insisted that the indictment should be 
more than a burst of anger; it should be a permanent, culti- 
vated, deliberate critical attitude. Indeed conventions, in- 
tellectual or otherwise, cannot be destroyed once and for all. 
Under the influence of our environment they constantly tend 
to form and to grow again, overlaying the mind with a thick 
crust of artificial ideas. In order to keep our spirit perfectly 
lucid, we must work tirelessly to remove these adventitious 
formations which would otherwise develop on the surface of 
our penonality. 

Thus nearly all the Surrealist works give an important 
place to virulent satire. By showing on every possible occa- 
sion that all our rational conceptions about the world that 
we know are completely absurd, the Surrealists hope to neu- 
tralize the power that these conceptions have long held over 
our minds. “Humor” is the name applied — after Jany, after 
the Cubists, and after the Dadaists - to this Surrealist lam- 
pooning of every notion that we have been taught to revere. 
Sunealist humor is a grotesque parody of all things in which 
the ordinary “unenlightened” man still implicitly believes. 
Nothing has contributed more than this challenge to common 



sense through absurdity to cause the misunderstanding which 
now exists between the general public and modernistic 
writers. Yet nothing, perhaps, appears more important to 
the modernistic writers themselves than this complete breach 
with what they consider remnants of an outmoded past. 
Thus, when Andre Breton tried to review the outstanding 
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accomplishments of Surrealism, he did not fail to list in the 
very first place: 1’ humour objectif {>]). 

Indeed, when destructive humor has definitely cleared the 
field of all conventional obstacles, man can at last have access 
to the enthralling Surreel. In the ordinary run of daily exist- 
ence, only those aspects of our character are allowed to appear 
which are in strict keeping with the bare pattern of standard 
everyday behavior. But in certain privileged moments of 
Surrealist transport, the unsuspected potentialities of our 
inmost being surge up when in contact with the elemental 
forces of Nature. Of course, such contact cannot take place 
if we look at the world analytically, breaking up its attributes 
into separate fragments and arranging these fragments accord- 
ing to an arbitrary order. We must grasp through mystic 
intuition the totality of energies offered to our experience. 
Then in a flash of supreme insight we will perceive simul- 
taneously the depths of our own individuality and the true 
essence of the universal. 

Thus would be resolved the age-long antagonism between 
the subjective and the objective. The Surrealists believe that 
this traditional distinction has been introduced artificially by 
logical intelligence. If man returns to his most spontaneous 
approach to life, he becomes aware that, for him as for the 
child, there is no clean-cut separation between his imagina- 
tion and his surroundings, no irreducible opposition between 
his Ego and the Cosmos. The two blend and fuse, not on the 

(7) A. Breton, “Limites non frontieres du Surrealisme,” La Nouvelle 
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lower level of practical activity and abstract analysis, but on 
the higher plane of entrancing mystic contemplation. For 
those who are capable of reaching this most exalted stage, the 
Surreel provides in one single, miraculous illumination the 
essence of our personality combined with the essence of 
the whole world. 

It is not difficult to recognize in this magic Surreel a new 
avatar of the “other world” for which Baudelaire, Rimbaud, 
Mallarm^, and the Cubists had already evinced an earnest and 
profound yearning. The Surreel, however, differs markedly 
from its historical antecedents. Instead of being placed 
vaguely in a hypothetical beyond, it is definitely localized at 
the junction of the primal manifestations of cosmic energy 
and the pristine forms of subliminal thinking. The Surreel 
is not merely the expression of a fond, platonic hope. The 
Surrealists are convinced that it constitutes an actual domain 
to which we can have access if we agree to follow any of the 
several ways leading to its mysterious gates. 

Of all the possible ways of access to the Surreel, the most 
readily practicable seems to be the one offered by imagination 
itself. Heretofore imagination has enjoyed, as a rule, com- 
paratively little favor among the writers and the thinkers of 
France. Except during the Romantic period, when a free 
rein was given to all sorts of extravagant fancies, imagination 
has hardly ever been mentioned without a warning not to 
trust overmuch its alluring but deceitful suggestions. The 
Surrealists have undertaken to rehabilitate to the full this 
unduly discredited faculty. They have pointed out that the 
conscious mind does not possess any better instrument to 
effect the complete fusion of the fantastic and the real which 
is the avowed ultimate goal of their efforts. If we refrain 
from imposing a vigorous control upon our imaginative 
forces, both internal and external events will soon blend and 
merge indistinguishably one into another. Then, in the un- 



dulating reflection of a thousand combined images, we may 
be able to discern the outline of a supernatural pattern ex- 
pressing the transcendental essence of the world. But 
though the Surrealists advocate the use and abuse of imagina- 
tion as a means of access to a higher realm that our rea- 
son cannot penetrate, they do not seem to believe in its 
power to open definitely for us the inmost recesses of the 
unknown. Imagination, it is true, can fly well above the 
widest range of pedestrian intelligence. Yet on account 
of its ineluctable association with the familiar aspects 
of our daily life, it will never be able to soar absolutely 
freely into the forbidden domain beyond earthly experi- 
ence. 

Infinitely more revealing as to the true nature of Surreality 
seems to be the field of investigation provided by dreams. 
According to Surrealists, the mental phenomena occurring 
normally when our consciousness is overclouded by sleep 
correspond to the fundamental aspects of our personality. 
Then we catch glimpses of strange depths in our being. We 
grope in a vast uncertain twilight, dimly aware of the tre- 
mendous forces hidden in the secret substratum of our moral 
existence. If it were possible for us to get hold of these forces 
in their powerful totality, we would undoubtedly grasp the 
elemental forms of our Ego and also, through their medium, 
something of the essence of the universe. But, even in the 
most favorable cases, we can usually perceive only the upper 
contour of their appearance. When we come out of a dream, 
we retain only a pallid recollection of the mysteries we have 
been made to explore, and, in weary indifference, we gener- 
ally disregard or despise the message that was perhaps implied 
in their very evocation. 

In order to understand this message, the Surrealists like to 
dwell on the threshold of our subconscious mental activity, 
during those hazy moments when our spirit, half awake, half 
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asleep, is already liberated from the influence of outer con- 
tingencies and yet not completely sunk, beyond the reach of 
our perceptive faculties, into total, unfathomable darkness. 
Nevertheless, as the Surrealists themselves are obliged to 
admit, the information garnered from these uncertain cre- 
puscular hours constitutes but a very inadequate testimony 
of the original contents of our deeper self. Even if dreams 
truly hold within their meshes the fundamental secrets of 
Surreality, we are still almost powerless to make them deliver 
up their secrets. 

Strangely enough, a much larger measure of mystic revela- 
tion seems to be obtainable through poetry and art. The 
standpoint of the Surrealists in this regard has so often been 
misunderstood by the general public that a clarification of 
their views may be deemed necessary in order to acquire a 
full comprehension of their objectives and their claims. A 
great many modernistic works, be they paintings or poems, 
are not only unintelligible — which might be perhaps justi- 
fied or excused — but also utterly devoid of even the slightest 
aesthetic value. Hence the bewilderment of the bona fide 
lover of art who expects to find in the interplay of colors, 
lines, or words a measure of gratification of his own sense of 
the beautiful. Very soon he realizes that the Surrealists never 
attempt to catch and express the charm of any “thing of 
beauty” whatever. 

Surrealism is not, properly speaking, an artistic or literary 
school. It is primarily a metaphysical attitude towards the 
whole of human existence. Art and literature are considered 
merely as means designed to help us to reach a superior, ideal 
state. Literature and art should not try to draw a faithful or 
attractive picture of life as it is. They should take us beyond 
the frontiers of this life and lead us — without any concern 
for the trifling accidents which are called beauty or ugliness - 
somewhere, very far away, on the long trail to Surrealist 



Truth. As Andr^ Breton said: “On sait maintenant que la 
poesie doit mener quelque part” (8). 

The Surrealists do not deny that certain forms of literature 
and art are capable of rendering with commendable accuracy 
the external aspects of earthly reality. For such achievements, 
however, they nurture an ill-concealed contempt. In their 
view, the genuine purpose of art is to manifest the latent 
spirit, the very soul of a given epoch. They believe that this 
spirit cannot possibly express itself within the framework of 
the rationalized construction which most people consider as 
being the only “real” world. The deepest emotions of man , 
collectively or individually, find an outlet essentially through 
fantastic creations, unsubjected to the petty carping of con- 
ventional intelligence. These fantastic symbols, all completely 
absurd from the standpoint of common sense, contain a mes- 
sage which can be deciphered only by the intuitive sympathy 
of a kindred mind. Their elaboration is not the work of 
analytical logic; it is the product of a spontaneous creative 
instinct having its roots at the very bottom of our inward 
consciousness. Thus have come into being, in the past, the 
great poetical myths in which has been mirrored the very soul 
of humanity. These myths, from the Sphinx to the Niebe- 
lungen, did not correspond to any actual creature or to any 
definite set of historical events. Yet in them was reflected a 
spiritual truth infinitely more important than the ephemeral 
happenings which may have occurred at a given moment 
throughout the development of the ages. 

Similarly in our day, at a time when all our bearings have 
apparently been lost because abstract intellectualism has 
stopped the normal guiding flow of mythical invention, it 
behooves Surrealist literature and art to reopen the doors of 
spontaneous and collective fancy. Thus we shall be able at 
last to find our true selves, and also to discover our exact 

(8) “Les Chants de Maldoror,” Les Pas perdus, p. 8o. 



assigned relation to the ensemble of our epoch. Once pos- 
sessing the knowledge of our proper position in the general 
order of the world, we shall have the power to correct the 
countless maladjustments coming from our present ignorance 
of its fundamental rhythm. Then the dream of Rimbaud, 
who had wanted to “changer la vie” (9), will finally come true, 
thanks to the Surrealist revelation of universal harmony. 

One may well wonder, it is true, by what process a literary 
work, for instance, is capable of bringing to us such super- 
natural revelation. Since the time of Baudelaire, much atten- 
tion has been paid to the inexplicable, miraculous power of 
certain words. Rimbaud showed conclusively that words 
possess, besides their obvious and usual signification, secret 
magic properties which can sometimes illumine with a sudden 
flash a mystic universe inaccessible to our senses. Mallarm6 
tried to find a rigorous method enabling the poet to make 
use of these properties with unerring precision. The Sur- 
realists in their turn believe that the essential value of words 
lies not in their objective, trite, and worn-out meaning, but 
in the forces of subconscious poetical suggestion which are 
enclosed in the web of their syllables. How to release these 
forces constitutes for them the main technical literary prob- 
lem. This problem they have approached with an emphatic 
earnestness. Only too often in the past the French have found 
entertainment in dexterously playing with curious vocables. 
According to the Surrealists, relations between words should 
be taken very seriously. Their fortuitous association some- 
times arouses in us unexpectedly intense feelings, and in 
certain cases their union proves fecund in truly momentous 
and abiding results. Andr^ Breton could indeed affirm: “Les 
mots . . . ont fini de jouer. Les mots font I’amour” (10). 

One of the outstanding contributions of Surrealism has 

(9) “Une Saison en enfer,” CEuvres, p. 279. 

(10) '‘Les Mots sans rides,” Les Pas perdus, p. 171. 
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been the discovery of a definite method to bring out these 
latent potentialities of words. This method has had its direct 
origin in the circumstances of the experiment carried out in 
1919 by Andr^ Breton and Philippe Soupault. Andre Breton 
himself has described in the following manner the practical 
aspects of his new technique: “Faites-vous apporter de quoi 
ecrire, apres vous etre etabli dans un lieu aussi favorable que 
possible a la concentration de votre esprit sur lui-meme. 
Placez-vous dans F^tat le plus passif ou r^ceptif que vous 
pourrez. Faites abstraction de votre gMe, de vos talents et 
de ceux des autres. . . . Ecrivez vite, sans sujet precon^u, 
assez vite pour ne pas vous retenir et ne pas etre tente de vous 
relire’ ' (11). 

A Surrealist writer is not supposed to make any effort to 
express and organize his sentiments or thoughts. He must be 
content to listen to the voice of his subconsciousness — “la 
voix surr^aliste” — and to take down verbatim whatever that 
voice may fancy to dictate. In order to receive this faint, 
whispered dictation, he must shut out, as far as possible, all 
disturbing outside influences. Reducing the activity of his 
will power to a minimum, and putting, as it were, his facul- 
ties of critical judgment asleep, he will lapse insensibly into 
a semiconscious state; then he will record automatically with 
his pen absolutely every sentence that may present itself to 
his indifferent mind. 

Complete automatism is the condition sine qua non of the 
successful recording of the Surrealist message. One word must 
draw another word without the solicitation of any external 
stimulus and without any interference on the part of dis- 
criminating intellect. Then a long train of phrases, all im- 
pregnated with the substance of the inner self, will flow 
irresistibly from the very depths of subconsciousness. The 
same automatism which provides the writer with an endless 

(11) Manifeste du Surrialisme, pp. 51-52. 



chain of associated vocables may offer to the painter an in- 
exhaustible series of loosely joined images. The artist has but 
to adopt an absolutely passive attitude of mind and let his 
brush run over the canvas without conscious control in order 
to obtain a juxtaposition of lines and shapes reflecting the 
authentic aspects of his personality. It is easy to conceive of 
the extension of this method to all the other forms of creative 
art — so much so that psychic automatism has come to be 
considered as the keystone of the whole structure of Surrealist 
method. Andre Breton himself has given the following cele- 
brated definition of Surrealism: “Automatisme psychique 
pur par lequel on se propose d’exprimer soit verbalement, 
soit par ^crit, soit de toute autre maniere, le fonctionnement 
reel de la pensee. Dictee de la pens^e, en I’absence de tout 
contrble exerc^ par la raison, en dehors de toute prfoccupa- 
tion esthetique ou morale” (12). 

The product of automatic subconscious dictation is a text 
of grotesque and dismaying incoherency. Such is the power 
of words that their sheer concatenation in an order different 
from the one required by our rational categories is enough 
to put out of gear our entire system of interpretation of the 
world. Indeed, most people are capable of thinking only 
through the intermediary of words. As long as the verbal 
constructions to which they have been accustomed are left 
rigorously intact, no expostulation can shake their confidence 
in the value of the principles which are supposed to stand 
behind them. But the framework of the fixed forms of lan- 
guage once destroyed, nothing can prevent the dislocation and 
the collapse of the readers’ whole organized conception of 
life. They find themselves then in presence of a chaotic 
mass of bewildering impressions, in the midst of which 
they look in vain for the reassuring landmarks of a familiar 
reality. 

(12) Manifeste du Surrialisme, p. 46. 



Yet man is not left altogether guideless before this motley 
confusion of the weird and the fantastical. The bizane 
images evoked by the automatic development of associated 
words reveal at the very core of things a certain order entirely 
different from that perceived by our intelligence and our 
senses. This new order is apprehended through obscure 
intuitive elements in our personality which are infinitely 
more delicate and subtle than our clear, common under- 
standing. As these elements seem to be in close touch with 
the basic forces of Nature, one may easily see how they can 
grasp mysterious and yet capital relations which elude the 
grosser embrace of dialectical reasoning. 

Nevertheless, even if uncontrolled automatism is accepted 
in theory as an efficient method of attaining the enigmatic 
Surreel, it must be admitted that in practice this process has 
only too often proved to be extremely disappointing. One 
may go over pages and pages of monotonous Surrealist tvrit- 
ings and fail to discover in them - except for brief, occasional 
flashes — any feature of intense or compelling interest. The 
Surrealists themselves have become aware of this lack of 
human and artistic appeal in the majority of their works, and 
many of them have already given up the pure and simple 
presentation of the raw subconscious material which was 
considered around 1924 solely authentic and genuine. The 
prevailing tendency today is to allow intelligent will power 
a not inconsiderable measure of controlling influence. The 
author thus selects consciously a center of psychic resonance, 
and also controls undue divagations which might develop too 
far from its original, fundamental note. Such interference on 
the part of clear consciousness could ultimately open the way 
to a return to discipline and common sense. Yet, up to now 
at least, so wide a scope has still been left to the irradiation of 
subliminal thought that the general principles of Surrealism 
cannot be considered as markedly affected by this slight 



alteration in the practical modalities of its applied tech- 
nique. 

Among the guiding impulses discreetly but deliberately 
given by the Surrealists to the formal development of their 
subconsciousness, none is perhaps more illustrative of their 
fundamental intentions than the one oriented towards mental 
disorders. Andr^ Breton and Paul Eluard particularly have 
indulged, in that direction, in gruesome but curious personal 
experiments. By imitating closely the outside symptoms of, 
say, intermittent mania, paresis, or dementia praecox, they 
hoped to acquire -only temporarily, of course — the sub- 
conscious outlook of inmates of a lunatic asylum. This vol- 
untary recourse to simulated insanity had as its purpose to 
destroy every vestige of the influence of reason and also to 
explore the strange and forbidden domains where Gerard de 
Nerval had once gathered marvelous flowers of “super- 
naturaliste” revelation. Further, the Sunealist painter Salva- 
dor Dali, in his book La Femme visible, has openly advocated 
the adoption of a delirious attitude of mind in our appraisal 
of the outside world. In all earnestness and without any hint 
of irony, he has hailed the latest aspects of modernistic art as 
perfect manifestations of paranoiac thought. 

The results of the attempts tcf integrate mental alienation 
within the regular cycld'of Surrealist research have not come 
up to the expectations';of their authors. The book entitled 
L’lmmaculee Conception in which Breton and Eluard have 
presented the record of their bold endeavor in this field does 
not differ strikingly from the previous texts obtained through 
the ordinary method of free, automatic dictation. Indeed, 
though many Surrealist works may appear to the eyes of the 
candid general public as stamped merely with folly, it seems 
very doubtful whether an average person in normal health 
would ever be able to force the entrance to the dismal regions 
of clinical irrationality. 
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On the whole, the capital weakness of Surrealism probably 
lies in the fact that, in spite of its genuinely ingenious 
theories, it has failed to produce so far any concrete achieve- 
ment that indisputably proves its intrinsic worth. At the 
present moment Andr^ Breton is undeniably the outstanding 
representative of literary Surrealism in France. It has been 
seen how his work Les Champs Magnetiques, witten in col- 
laboration with Philippe Soupault, had marked the starting- 
point of the whole school. Since then his books of critical 
discussion of the new theories -as, for instance, Les Pas 
perdus, Introduction au discours sur le peu de realite, Les 
Vases communicants, Point du /owr — have established his 
reputation as the most fully qualified exponent of the “ortho- 
dox” Surrealist doctrine. It must be said that a large part of 
these studies is consecrated to the thankless task of keeping 
together the principle of a search for a higher reality through 
the medium of the subconsciousness with the Marxist pro- 
gram of political and social revolution. The main interest of 
Andre Breton’s theoretical works, however, lies in his earnest 
endeavor to set on firm ground the psychological basis of 
modernistic literature and art. Being richly endowed with a 
sense of the ineffable and possessing as well a clear view of the 
exigencies of the mind, he knows how to present in the most 
convincing manner all the arguments that might induce us to 
relinquish this world of allegedly spurious appearances for 
the sake of an invisible but wonderful Surreality. 

In Poisson soluble, Clair de terre, Nadja, Le Revolver a 
cheveux blancs, zndL L Amour fou, Andr^ Breton has himself 
tried to evoke the Surreel, essentially through the power of 
dreams. He excels in conjuring up a turbid atmosphere of 
instability and incoherency in which fragmentary images 
coalesce and dissolve according to a law which does not belong 
to our tangible universe. In this dizzy mirage, no violent 
catastrophe ever comes to disrupt the flowing development 



210 of vague forms which melt slowly, endlessly, into one another. 

Nevertheless, the haunting premonition of a secret, indefinite 
menace seems to hover permanently about this alarming 
phantasmagoria. Here the plausible and the fabulous meet 
and unite monstrously to beget weird and uncertain hybrids 
which simultaneously partake of the forceful intensity of 
actual objects and of the disturbing inconsistency of chimeri- 
cal nightmares. 

Yet infinitely more penetrating and poignant is the ap- 
proach to the Surreel presented by Paul Eluard, certainly the 
most richly gifted poet of the whole Surrealist group. Practi- 
cally all his works, such as Capitale de la douleur, Defense de 
savoir, Les Dessous d'une vie ou La Pyramide humaine, A 
toute epreuve, La Vie immediate, Les Yeiix fertiles, and Le 
Cours naturel, suggest a hallucinatory vision of individual 
human destiny casting its reflection upon the colossal epic of 
universal existence. Paul Eluard’s meditations gravitate spon- 
taneously to the two opposite and yet complementary poles 
of solitude and love. Love is viewed by him as a mystic center 
of blazing forces, a fiery nucleus of passionate vibrations, 
diffusing energy throughout the whole world in ardent and 
pulsating waves. In its aura, every specific sensation loses its 
original distinctness and becomes identified with the spiritual 
Absolute. Thus love appears as a tremendous cosmic experi- 
ence in which man participates anonymously through the 
sublime act of eternal creation. Yet if love is extended so 
prodigiously as to fill all the universe, its “substance” will 
finally dissipate itself into imperceptibility. A universe of 
love has as an inevitable counterpart a bleak and dismal 
“univers-solitude.” With assumed outward impassibleness 
and yet with a perceptible throb of inward agony, Eluard 
has repeatedly conjured up its dripping silence, its icy glare, 
its crushing and boundless desolation. All that can be seen 
are atoms of suffering, particles of despair, whirling in fan- 



tastic spirals, like an impalpable stellar dust in the midst of 
astronomical immensities. The rest is cold, indifferent bar- 
renness-hard, ascetic insensibility - oppressive and over- 
whelming absence. 

The works of Robert Desnos, among them La Liberie on 
I' amour and Corps et biens, also mirror the supreme Surrealist 
entity as viewed from the focal point of love. One w^ould 
search vainly in them, however, for the abstract metaphysical 
quality which characterizes most of Eluard’s productions. 
Desnos seems to wallow with special predilection in the repul- 
sive quagmire of physical eroticism. There livid, slimy forms 
of sensual perversity, aroused from their heavy slumber, twist 
and turn ignominiously, releasing in their convulsive spasms 
an acrid and suffocating stench. The spectacle is not devoid, 
it must be said, of a certain awesome grandeur. In the midst 
of parched, scoriae landscapes, the sulphurous glow emanating 
from this crawling accumulation of filth irresistibly conjures 
up visions of those infernal haunts “where their worm dieth 
not and the fire is not quenched.” 

When Tristan Tzara gave up the pointless extravagance of 
Dadaism and decided to join the ranks of the Surrealist school, 
he retained something of the tumultuous and chaotic fecun- 
dity which had been the mark of his earlier period. An epic 
poem, LHomme approximatif; a set of lyrical pieces, Ou 
boivent les loups; a collection of essays in prose, LAntitete; 
and a series of more or less philosophical tales. Grains et 
issues — all bear witness to his wild, unbounded energy and 
also to his irremediable incoherence. His normal element 
seems to be an atmosphere of apocalyptic disaster. In all his 
works, a vortex of primal forces unleashed thrashes aimlessly 
at a greyish, amorphous substance. This brutal and paroxys- 
mal cosmogony unfolds blindly, with no apparent purpose, 
except perhaps to suggest the tragic futility of the whole dis- 
play of human life. 
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Ren^ Char, a former virulent adversary of Surrealism, 
recently converted to the ideal of this school, has produced so 
far only a very few works that deserve any critical considera- 
tion. Typical books of his, U Action de la Justice est eteinte 
and Le Tombeau des secrets have a certain transparent hard- 
ness; it it may be questioned whether their seemingly con- 
certed simplicity is or is not in fact the result of a definite 
indigence of creative inspiration. 

Philippe Soupault and Louis Aragon both severed their 
connection with Surrealism at a comparatively early date, so 
only a few of their productions bear the unmistakable imprint 
of the technique of this school. Philippe Soupault shows in 
several of his Poesies completes a subtle and graceful ease 
recalling the manner of Guillaume Apollinaire. Here a 
wondrous rainbow-tinted light, softened by a vague opales- 
cent mist, suffuses the clear outline of a delicate and subtle 
filigi'ee. In this enigmatical twilight, an Elysian peace seems 
to float over a prodigious efflorescence of inextricably inter- 
twined festoons, blending their innumerable variegated ara- 
besques into a chaste and subdued harmony. 

If Philippe Soupault is the poet of an inward, translucid 
dawn, Louis Aragon is the prophet of a black, furious, 
crepuscular storm. With vociferous wrath, he denounces the 
crimes of our society and gloatingly visualizes its catastrophic 
collapse in a near future. In Fin du jour, Mouvement per- 
pituel, La Grande Gaiete and Persecute persecuteur, a mass 
of gross invectives, cynical jests, and foul blasphemies gathers 
and rumbles ominously, ready to crush under its sheer irre- 
sistible weight a world conceived by him as a crazy jumble of 
tottering absurdities. Such scathing indictments are much 
more akin to partisan polemics than to a disinterested search 
for truth. Yet even now that Aragon has definitely turned 
away from Surrealism towards a descriptive and “proletarian*' 
conception of literature, one can still perceive here and there 



in his most recent works - such as Les Cloches de Bale or 
Les Beaux Quartiers - strange fulgurations coming from a 
deep, visionary perception of a mysterious universe. 

Most of the literary productions mentioned above have 
been presented to the public as “poems in prose.” Indeed, the 
Surrealist method of automatic dictation precludes the elabo- 
ration of the continuous narratives and coordinated dialogues 
which are required by the technique either of the novel or of 
the drama. Moreover, the spontaneous effusion of man’s 
inward feelings and thoughts does possess, as a rule, a genuine 
poetical quality. The typical Surrealist themes -love, de- 
spair, revolt, cosmic ecstasy, thirst for the Absolute - have 
been treated in a variety of lyrical keys by all the great poets 
of all times. But, of course, there is no question of the Sur- 
realists’ complying with the intricate rules of French versifica- 
tion. The subconscious cannot be constrained to count the 
number of syllables, nor to submit to the ejdgencies of rhyme, 
nor even to follow a uniform rhythmical pace. As a conse- 
quence, the Surrealist text appears as a hybrid genre which 
often presents the true ring of poetry and yet lacks the in- 
dispensable support of formal poetic articulation. 

This fundamental ambiguousness may have contributed to 
the failure of literary Surrealism to engage the abiding sym- 
pathy of the general public. It must be admitted, however, 
that this lack of sympathy is more easily explained by the 
medioCTity of the Surrealist works themselves. In order to 
find a few rare gems, sparkling with supraterrestrial radiance, 
we are only too often obliged to wade through endless 
swamps of depressing or disgusting absurdities. The reward 
seems so small in proportion to the effort involved in the 
search that most readers, after a half-hearted attempt, just 
shrug their shoulders and give up. 

It is probable that literary Surrealism would have aroused 
only scant interest if it had not been accompanied and sup- 



ported by an abundant artistic production. Though the Sur- 
realist theories were at first elaborated essentially by writers, 
they have subsequently found their most adequate mode of 
expression in the domain of plastic art. It is certainly in the 
field of painting that we find the outstanding manifestations 
of the new school today. Indeed, the prickly and coruscating 
insects of Yves Tanguy; the hideous, visceral unfoldings of 
Max Ernst; the heavy, fabulous architectural forms of Giorgio 
Chirico, or his enigmatic mannequins; the sharp, geometric, 
crystalline vibrations of Paul Klee; the swarming, slimy 
larvae of Andre Masson; the weird nightmares of Salvador 
Dali, who grafts one upon another monstrous, mutilated hu- 
man organs; the hairy, spidery vermicules of Joan Miro; the 
abstract, rigid simplifications of Francis Picabia — all these 
manifold examples of Surrealist hallucinatory intuition are 
evidently endowed with a fascinating and awe-compelling 
power. Yet none of these advanced artists has so far succeeded 
in creating an authentic, indisputable masterpiece. The Sur- 
realists may well possess, as they claim, the secret of an epoch- 
making, mystic revelation, but it still remains for them to 
manifest this revelation through the evidence of their works. 

After studying the different aspects presented by vanguard 
literature in France during the past half century, it seems 
possible to understand fairly clearly the general purpose of 
the modernistic movement as a whole. Yet it is doubtful 
whether one can always grasp the particular signification of 
any given work produced under its influence. Indeed, though 
principles and theories have changed very markedly from one 
period to another, a single definite tendency has asserted 
itself with increasing vigor throughout the evolution of the 
various schools, namely, the desire to rid artistic or literary 
works of any rigorous connection with the external reality 
that we perceive through reason and the senses. At the ex- 



treme limit of this tendency has even appeared the idea of a 
meaningless, self-contained, and self-justifying aeation, abso- 
lutely unrelated to the normal concepts or shapes familiar 
to our experience. 

It has sometimes been intimated that modernistic litera- 
ture neglects the tangible and intelligible universe because 
of its engrossing interest in the expression of our subcon- 
scious feelings. Such a statement, though undoubtedly true, 
is yet somehow incomplete and even in certain respects mis- 
leading. None of the vanguard theories has ever been ori- 
ented towards pure and simple subjectivism. If our inner 
selves are to be brought to light, it is not because they are 
supposed to possess an intrinsic value of their own. Their 
value resides entirely in their affinity with the all-important, 
invisible world which, the mystics claim, exists beyond the 
scope of banal earthly shapes. This supreme mystic world 
constitutes the true goal of all the visionary artists and poets 
who have striven to escape from the paralyzing hold of practi- 
cal conventionalism. It is because our subconscious thoughts 
seem to open the only possible way of access to this higher 
realm that they appear as endowed with inestimable worth. 

To affirm that the most elementary forms of subconscious- 
ness will eventually solve for us the baffling enigma of our 
destiny may seem at first sight a gratuitous and even prepos- 
terous assumption. This view, however, does not differ very 
much in pattern from the view that has been accepted almost 
unquestioningly by countless generations of strictly rational 
and well-balanced thinkers. The basis of rationalism itself 
rests upon the postulate that there is a rigorous concordance 
between the framework of the rational mind and the general 
architecture of the world. Rationalist philosophers were per- 
suaded that by searching methodically the contents of our 
abstract mind we could discover the fundamental relations 
existing between the various attributes of external objects. 



The practical attitude of those who were less philosophically 
inclined also implied that clear intelligence could be trusted 
as an adequate instrument to puzzle out the motley appear- 
ances of our universe. 

When certain accidental circumstances and scientific dis- 
coveries shook the age-old belief in the correspondence be- 
tween the general laws of the Cosmos and the categories of 
discursive reason, the men who were at the vanguard of the 
eternal quest for truth simply went one degree deeper in 
their interpretation of universal relationship. Instead of 
placing their confidence in clear, conscious thought, they 
relied upon obscure, subconscious intuitions. Instead of 
attempting to give an account of the visible and tangible 
aspects of the world, they tried to interpret a higher reality 
lying at the back of these allegedly superficial aspects. But 
with a definite, though perhaps unwilling, logical method in 
their apparent madness, they retained the conviction that 
there was between this higher reality and the subconscious- 
ness a contact not radically different from the connection 
which the rationalists thought they could perceive between 
plain reality and the intellect. 

To decide whether this ‘‘deeper” view of life is “truer” - 
as is claimed by all modern writers and artists — is very much 
a matter of intuitive feeling and personal spiritual experi- 
ence, Obviously, the existence of the “other world” will 
never be irrefutably demonstrated. Yet so many philosophies 
and religions have vouched for the authenticity of some simi- 
lar ideal that it is impossible to tax with extravagance those 
who, before the disheartening cruelty and stupidity of our 
world, hopefully and stubbornly believe that there must be 
“something else.” 

The methods by which certain contemporary artists and 
writers have tried to attain this elusive “something else” may 
be open, it is true, to very serious criticism. Only too often, 



modernistic works present grotesque and nightmarish shapes, 
without in any manner affording - by way of compensation 
- a glimpse of that “higher universe” which they are sup- 
posed to reveal. The principles from which such misshapen 
creations are derived may appear in theory not altogether 
devoid of foundation and even at times definitely impressive. 
Yet the works themselves have so far proved to be, almost 
without exception, profoundly disappointing. As Louis Ara- 
gon said: “Si vous ^crivez, suivant une mMode surr^aliste de 
tristes imb^cillit^s, ce sont de tristes imbdcillit^s. Sans ex- 
cuses” (13). 

Are we to believe, as certain adventurous minds fondly 
hope, that these phantasmagoric productions merely consti- 
tute prefigurations of more elaborate works of a similar kind 
that will develop magnificently in the years to come? Will 
their childish ndiveti and all their other defects, which are so 
obvious at the present stage, be viewed by ulterior genera- 
tions with the indulgent curiosity that we bestow now upon 
the “Primitifs” of past ages? Are they not, on the contrary, 
grave and disturbing symptoms of the moral confusion pre- 
vailing in our unbalanced epoch? In any case, it would be a 
mistake to consider modernistic theories either as a passing 
fashion or as the product of a few exceptional and pathologi- 
cal minds. The continuity of their development and their 
persistency under various forms throughout several anxious 
generations show conclusively that they correspond to some- 
thing really deep and important in contemporary life. Start- 
ing essentially from France - though often elaborated by 
artists or writers of foreign origin — they have spread rapidly 
over the rest of Europe and America, adapting themselves 
here and there to the special conditions prevailing in each 
part of this extensive domain. In every case they have fol- 

(13) Louis Aragon, Traiti du style (Paris: Nouvelle Revue Fran^aise, 
igaS), p. 192. 



lowed, as if on a parallel, the evolution of our social and 
political vicissitudes. Whatever their intrinsic worth, they 
express strikingly a genuinely pathetic reaction to the stress 

of our times. 
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Isidore), mysterious personality, 36; 
extreme revolte, 37-38, 40; literary 
characteristics, 38-40, 58; and Dada- 
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Liberte ou V amour, La, 211 
/ Literature, and art, 15-16, 65, 191- 
192; and social background, 16; Sur- 
realist views on, 202-205 
Litterature, 165, 167, 168, 173 
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Milhaud, Darius, 173 

Minutes de sable memorial, Les, 61 

Miro, Joan, 214 

“Mona Lisa,” theft of, 103-104 
Monaco, 95 
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ism, 73 - 74 > 77 > 895 90; and M. Jacob, 
124-125, 126, 129; use of collage, 
172; supports Dadaists, 173; men- 
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ism, 169, 173, 1^4; and Surrealism, 
190 

Rigaut, Jacques, and Dadaism, 175; 
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Seine, 94 
Sdndgal, 77 



Serner, Val, 166, 178 
Severini, Gino, 148, 158 
Sic, 158-161 

Siege de Jerusalem, Le, 129 
Soirees de Paris, Les, 105 
Solesmes, Abbey of, 144 
Soupault, Philippe, and Nord-Sud 
group, 159; and Litterature group, 
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